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It is a rare moment in our lives, much less in the life of an institution such as The John and Mable 
Ringling Museum of Art, that we take time to reflect on our past. This is just such an occasion, as we 
celebrate fifty years of state ownership as the art museum of the people of Florida. It is time to take stock 
of the extraordinary art collection and museum that John Ringling left at his death in 1936 to the State of 
Florida* along with Ca d'Zan, the residence that he and his wife, Mable! built overlooking Sarasota Bay. 
This gitt was accepted by the State in 1946. 

John Ringling, Dreamer - Builder - Collector tells the story of John Rmgling's vision for Sarasota, 
how he assembled his collection in a remarkably short period from 1925 to 1931, and in 1930 opened one of 
the most beautiful museums in the world. It may be surprising that John Ringling, the circus king, should 
seek to become a collector and connoisseur of art. Creating an art museum of this scope in Florida provided 
the cultural amenity that Sarasota was otherwise sadly lacking to aid Ringling in developing his extensive real 
estate interests. Collecting was an occupation proper to a gentleman of means, and founding a museum was 
a civic gesture that could perpetuate the names of John and Mable Ringling. 

John Ringling educated himself with the help of dealers such as Julius Bohler, and assembled a 
sizable personal library of art books. He oiten exercised his own judgment in making purchases at auction 
and from dealers. In a telegram he sent to Julius Bohler in 1929, Ringling wrote: "'Wallace picture practically 
the same except shadeings on hands are more of a brown and fingers on right hand little wider spread and 
blue dress little darker shade. Altogether Munich picture looks to me like finer quality/' These are words of 
a person who trained himself to look closely and make fine distinctions. The quality of the collection bears 
witness to this accomplishment. 

These essays accompany a series of exhibitions and educational programs that have been organized 
to celebrate John Ringling's legacy. We could not appreciate the full extent of this legacy without the 
extensive restoration of the interior of the art museum funded by the State Legislature that was undertaken 
under the direction of my predecessor, Dr. Laurence J. Ruggiero. Much of the history of John Ringling and 
the Museum would remain hidden without the organization of the Museum Archives initiated by Lynell A. 
Morn former Museum Librarian, and completed by Deborah W. Walk, Curator of the Circus Museum and 
Historical Resources. Mark Ormond > Deputy Director for Collections and Programs, has led the team 
preparing the publication, exhibitions and related programs, and the funding for these ambitious ventures 
owes much to the energy of Dr. Susan Brainerd, Deputy Director for Development and Marketing. Thanks 
to these and to the many other staff, volunteers and supporters acknowledged in these pages, we can tell the 
story of John Ringling, dreamer, builder and collector, and look forward to preserving and building upon his 
legacy to the people of Florida. 

Dr. David Ebitz 
Director 
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that had been dispersed throughout the library and composed an insightful view of the printed matter that 
informed and educated the collector Deborah Krohn followed leads to the files of the Metropolitan in New 
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Introduction 



To set toot on the property of the State An Museum of Florida is to wonder in amazement 
about the person who not only conceived to build such historically referential building* but also to assemble 
a collection of thousands of works of art. Walking northwest from the an museum across the magnificent 
grounds a glint of the Museum of the Circus lodges in the corner of my right eye. Directly on axis with my 
path is the rose garden and beyond* the door leading into the kitchen of Ca d' Zan* 

In 1926, John Ringling might have taken this route, after leaving a meeting with his museum 
architect John Phillips walking toward the house where inside Mablc Ringling was discussing details of 
her "House of John* soon to be completed by architect Dwight James Baum. Ringling may have been 
contemplating the disposition of a case shipment of paintings soon arriving from New York by rail. He too, 
may haw been briefly distracted by the thought of some issue regarding his Circus that in the late twenties 
was becoming less a part of bis tocus and his driving ambition than his desire to build an extraordinary 
museum tor art. a memorial to be called the John and Mable Ringling Museum of An. The Museum of 
the Circus now on the grounds and an important part of the complex was not pan of his original plan and 
would come later in 1948, but that is another story. 

This publication John Ringling, Dreamer - Builder - Collector is a collection of essays that begins 
to answer many of the questions that have arisen since the museum was acquired by the State of Florida from 
John Ringling at his death on December 2, 1936. 

While there have been numerous and significant scholarly catalogues on aspects of the collection 
by authors including: Suida {1949) l Tomory (1976), Wilson (1980) and Duval (1983), none have been 
published since janson (1986). This new publication investigates not only issues of Ringling* motivation to 
build a museum in the southeast corner of his 37 acre property on Sarasota Bay but also who and what 
informed his decisions in acquiring a great collection of paintings, Mable Ringling gave only one known press 
interview and quotations by John about his projects in Sarasota scarcely appear. To our knowledge no diaries 
or substantia] correspondence of the Ringlings exists. Each author was asked to approach an aspect of the 
formation of the collection and building of the museum from a different perspective. Our intention was to 
permit not only the museum visitor choosing a book to add more information to their on-site experience but 
also the curious reader making a bookstore purchase on the Lido in Venice to come to a better understanding 
and appreciation of John Ringling s contribution to the people of the State of Florida and the world, 

Mark Ormond 
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Tke Dream Realized 

The Building of the Museum 

W David WlvIc? 



The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art is essentially a statement of John Ringling's 
personal passion and tastes in the realm of fine art — a statement that has endured undiminished for 
50 years of public ownership. It belongs to the small class of elegant American art museums 
conceived, financed, and installed by a single individual But unlike several others of that class, the 
Ringling Museum was not restricted by the donor to house only the collector s original bequest, The 
terms of Ringlings gift provided for maintaining and expanding the collection, thus freeing it from 

the frozen moment of its origin. Stilly Ringlings 
driving ambition and imagination is as evident 
today as it was in 1925, when he first announced 
his intention to build a memorial museum. 

It was Ringlings good fortune to be assisted by 
a talented architect, John H, Phillips, and a mentor- 
dealer, Julius Bohler of Munich and Lucerne. The 
building Phillips designed for him to house the 
museum — the architect s most important work — 
is itself a monumental statement. Phillips* design 
shows an exact understanding of the Ringlings 1 love 
and admiration for the culture of the Italian 
Renaissance. Phillips himself spent most of his 
fellowship study in Italy. In evoking the Italian 
grace and spirit, he could call freely upon his own experience without resorting to mere imitation. 
And Bohler s knowledge and tastes contributed materially not only to the strengths and scope of the 
collection, but also to the decoration of the building. 

Nature was surely Phillips' foremost ally, for the open blue sky and the sub-tropical, park- 
like setting still lend an airy charm to the massive villa. Rarely have the enthusiasms and skills of a 
partnership resulted in such a beautiful unified complex of structures and landscape, combined with 
an interior worthy of the rich and colorful collection, This is, indeed, a museum that represents the 




Figure 1. Photograph of John Ringling; with his dog, "Teuton the front 
steps of C» d'Zan* circa 1928. Photograph; UP] / Corbb - Bcrtmann. 
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The John and Mablc Ringling Museum of Art is essentially a statement of John Ringlings 
personal passion and tastes in the realm of fine art — a statement that has endured undiminished for 
50 years of public ownership* It belongs to the small class of elegant American art museums 
conceived, financed, and installed by a single individual But unlike several others of that class, the 
Ringling Museum was not restricted by the donor to house only the collectors original bequest, The 
terms of Ringling s gift provided for maintaining and expanding the collection, thus freeing it from 

the frozen moment of its origin. Still, Ringlings 
driving ambition and imagination is as evident 
today as it was in I925 t when he first announced 
his intention to build a memorial museum. 

It was Ringlings good fortune to be assisted by 
a talented architect, John H. Phillips, and a mentor- 
dealer, Julius Bohlcr of Munich and Lucerne. The 
building Phillips designed for him to house the 
museum — the architect s most important work — 
is itself a monumental statement. Phillips' design 
shows an exact understanding of the Ringlings* love 
and admiration for the culture of the Italian 
Renaissance. Phillips himself spent most of his 
fellowship study in Italy In evoking the Italian 
grace and spirit, he could call freely upon his own experience without resorting to mere imitation. 
And Borders knowledge and tastes contributed materially not only to the strengths and scope of the 
collection, but also to the decoration of the building. 

Nature was surely Phillips* foremost ally* for the open blue sky and the sub-tropical, park- 
like setting still lend an airy charm to the massive villa. Rarely have the enthusiasms and skills of a 
partnership resulted in such a beautiful unified complex of structures and landscape, combined with 
an interior worthy of the rich and colorful collection. This is, indeed, a museum that represents the 




Figure 1 . Photograph ot John Ringling with hi* dog, "Tell," on the front 
steps ofCitTZan, circa H2S. Photngraph: UPI Cor bis ■ Rcrtttiann, 
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Figure 2. Plat number 1, Ringling Isles, currently known as St. Arm and*, 
one qf John Ringling s numerous Sarasota developments. 



past and its great heritage. But at the end of a time 
line that reaches back to the mid-fourteenth century, 
it addresses itself to the present as well. 

Ringting was at the peak of his fortune in 
1925. In that year his Sarasota investments and 
influence reached their widest scope. Then 59 years old, Ringling had behind him a many-sided 
careen Each stage of his accumulation of wealth and possessions reflected his intellectual qualities of 
initiative, imagination and business acumen. The same qualities are apparent in his bold move into 
the international art market, where he advanced from novice to collector-connoisseur in a remarkably 
short span of years. RingUngs personality and character were also behind his domination of the 
national market in outdoor entertainment — a notoriously volatile industry. While associates and 
competitors alike found the showman egocentric and acquisitive, it must be said that such qualities are 
highly useful and hardly uncommon among art collectors. 

Few an museums in the nation retain, as has this one, an original collection undiluted by 
subsequent gifts and bequests of whole collections of differing character. The Circus Galleries, added 
to the Museum complex in 1948, increased the publics pleasure, but had no significant impact on the 
Art museum. As a consequence, the collection — its Baroque content unique in American museums 
— still reflects Ringling s personality and personal preferences, William Suida, while at work on the 
first complete catalogue in 1941, wrote that the museum **has a prominent, in some respects a unique 
place, among American museums**., the personal taste of John Ringling is hilly recognizable; 
therefore, the museum has the charm of a strong individuality.** 1 

For the first few years of the 1920s, RingUngs idea of establishing a museum remained an 
undefined vision. But by 1925 he had formed in his mind the outline of his intended gift to the 
people of Florida, Occasionally he referred to the proposed museum as a resource, an art center for 
the South in general, for there was no major museum for public enjoyment in the Southeastern states. 
The idea of putting together an art collection was scarcely new. For some 25 years he had been 
buying works of art. The intriguing glow of prosperity generated by the Florida land boom seemed 
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certain ro bring new wealth to Sarasota, The rime was right for acting on his dream of founding a 
museum on his Gulf side estate. Many would find it difficult or even impossible to reconcile his new 
incarnation as a collector of Old Masters with his renowned show-business background. 

In Sarasota, Ringling was perceived as a rich and influential leader; whatever he chose to 
build would enhance that image, A man who loved life and action as well as the pleasures and 

beautiful objects that riches could buy, he would not have been 
satisfied with anything less than a massive museum building — 
the largest located south of New York's Metropolitan Museum 
of Art (fig. 4). Long galleries, huge canvases, an air of 
splendor, even magnificence: these were the kinds of features 
he desired. 

While he rarely spoke in public about his personal 
interests, Ringling s occasional statements about his plans for a 
museum indicate a three-fold aim. First, he planned the 
proposed bequest as a memorial to himself and his wife* 
Mable. Their names are permanently carved into stone on the 
frieze over the Museum entrance {pi. 1). Understandably, a 
wish to be remembered would be foremost. Ringling s passion 
to be conspicuously successful had been shaped in the 1870s 
and impelled by the unbridled ambition of his circus-partner 
brothers. 

His other aims were less intensely personal and more 
pragmatic- He wished to give the people of the southern states an opportunity to study art without 
leaving the region. Friends Mayor Jimmy Walker of New York City and Mayor Frank Hague of 
Jersey City urged him to gain wider exposure by establishing his museum in the metropolitan area. 
He rejected their advice, citing his affection for Sarasota as the deciding factor. Further, he purposely 
avoided following current fashion and tastes in assembling his collection. He wished, he said, to 




Figure 3- View of the entrance facade of Ca d*Zan, circa 1928, 
The front cat is one of Ringling $ numerous Pieice- Amws. 
Photograph: UP! / ConSis - Bettmann. 
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Figure 4. J.H. Phillips, "Air Plane View of John and Mahle Ringling M 
192$* ftencO/watercolor, 11.% 2.1 inches. 



of Art, Showing Dormatnric* and School Addition." 
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Figure 5. J.H. Phillips "View of Hall of Architecture and Sculpture Casts," circa 1926. Pencil/watercotor, 10 x 16 1/2 inches. 
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Figure 6, Installation ofChiurazzi bronze copy of 
Michelangelo'? Dax'id on the bridge across the Museum 
courtyard, circa 1929. 



Figufe fL Vkw looking east down south loggia under con- 
struction, circa 1928-29. Note marble fountain basin and brick 
support of pier system- 




Figure 7. View of north wing and courtyard under construction, looking east, circa 1928-29. 
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develop a collection as nearly universal as opportunities and purse would allow. He came closest to 
achieving that aim in the diversity of Italian schools represented. For Sarasota in particular he saw the 
presence of a well-rounded museum as an enduring cultural asset which would enrich the community 
and ensure a quality of life uniquely different from the showy resorts of the East Coast. 

A third, equally compelling purpose shared by John and Mable Ringling was their intent to 
found a school of visual an as an important adjunct to the museum. The school was intended to 
occupy a large share of the museum building as an extended north wing (fig, 4). The picture galleries, 
holding representative examples from important periods and schools of European painting and 
sculpture, would nurture and inspire young artists. Mable, pleased with the allusions to Italian art and 
architecture in Phillips' Renaissance villa, especially regarded the museum as a laboratory for the study 
of Italian culture. Its dual function would be to disseminate formal learning and to encourage the 
appreciation and production of art. The entire complex would reflect its dedication to enjoyment. 

In what may have been the noblest aspect of their museum concept, both Ring! ings 
envisioned the influence of the Museum and the School of Art as a strong magnet, drawing 
established artists to Sarasota. There, painters and sculptors might take advantage of an ambiance — 
a certain luminosity of sunlight and glistening water — not unlike that of Venice, And perhaps a 
"Sarasota School" of painting would emerge to rival the nation's indigenous Hudson River School and 
its interval of illumination. "Perhaps in time," Ringling suggested, **the School would equal the 
Barbizon School of France.*^ 

The Creation of an Italian Villa for Art 

John H. Phillips was not nationally known, but he proved to be an ideal choice for the 
museum architect. Fellowship study in Italy had made him an Italophile devoted, as were the 
Ringlings, to that culture s Renaissance and Baroque splendors. First trained as an engineer, Phillips 
worked with architectural firms in Madison, Wisconsin, Chicago and New York City before opening 
his own studio. He had done his best work as a team member, sharing the design of ponderous stone 
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structures that included New Yorks Grand Central Station and the central block of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art. These were challenges of a different order from that posed by the spacious Ringling 
estate on Sarasota Bay. 

Phillips first met the Ringlings while working on a small Italianate villa on the adjoining 
estate of Ralph Caples. At Mables request, Phillips designed for her a Venetian guest house located 
next to the new Ringling home, Ca d'Zan. The cottage suggested homes found on the smaller 
Venetian islands such as Burano, and it also prefigured certain details of the an museum to come. In 

the process, Phillips and the Ringlings became a 
compatible team* mutually confident and ready to 
start on an unprecedented project — a seaside 
museum in Southwest Florida. 

Prior to his first purchase of museum -quality 
paintings, Ringling asked John Phillips early in 
1925 to prepare a preliminary plan for a museum. 
One month later Phillips returned from New York 
with a cardboard model. Delighted with its 
Renaissance style and ready to draw down some of 
his accumulated capital, Ringling urged his newly- 
commissioned architect to proceed with specific 
designs (pis. 2, 3 and 4). Phillips had already 
decided on a great Tuscan villa. He had ample time to study precedents, for two years passed before a 
design was agreed upon and a site selected at the southeast comer of the Ringling estate. In the 
interval, Florida s land boom had collapsed. Ringling s Ritz Carlton Hotel venture folded, leaving a 
ghostly, unfinished hulk; his investment had become a total loss. Masses of Italian architectural relics 
and statues purchased for the hotel and its gardens were now made available for Phillips to install in 
the museum building and grounds. 

Decorative material purchased in the summer of 1925 — most in Venice and the remainder 
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Figure 9. J. II. Phittips, "View from Italian Room/ circa 1927. Drawing, 10 
x 13 1/2 inches. Note tall window right piercing north wall 
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Figure 10. J.H. Phillip s T "View of Auditorium Looking Toward Stage," circa 
1927. Drawings 1 ! x 14 inches. Note that in the actual construction of this 
rooin T now gallery 21, the marble fireplace and sculptural overman tie were 
sited on the east wall, rather than on the west as indicated in the drawing. 



in Rome and Naples — arrived by barge from 

Tampa or by ship from Miami, Whenever possible, 

shipments were documented as antiques by 

American consuls in Italy to permit duty-free entry. 

Shipments mixed old and new — new east- stone 

statues and columns, antique marble wall fountains, 

marble doorways, and modern castings of familiar classical sculptures. 

Two large fountains* and copies of important Italian sculpture, were to ornament the court. 
One, a reproduction of the Isolotto fountain by Giovanni da Bologna (Jean Boulogne) in the Boboli 
gardens in Florence, represents Ocean us and the three great rivers — Nile, Euphrates, and Ganges. 
The other is a copy of the Rome monument to Pope Alexander VI L A third heroic sculpture — more 
than 16 feet in height — for the museum court was a bronze casting of Michelangelo's David (fig. 6), 
ordered on the first Italian buying trip Ringling made with Bohler. It was cast at the Chhirazzi 
foundry in Naples from the same forms used in 1874 to make three bronze copies. All this materia! 
awaited decisions for placement in and around the museum. 

In his final plans, Phillips incorporated fifteenth to eighteenth century design details from 
Renaissance and Baroque buildings to achieve an effect of balance and harmony. His Italian sketches 
provided inspiration for a design that suggests several important sources, including the larger 
courtyard of Donato Bramantes Santa Maria delle Grazie (1480-1490) in Milan, While the Ringling 
museum is not a reproduction of one single Italian building, it is clear that well-known works by 
several of Italy s most talented architects provided Phillips with inspiration for aspects of his design. 
For example, the museum loggia and a three-sided open court, show traces of both the elegant court 
by Luciano Laurana at the Palazzo DucaLe in Urbino (1465-1479) and Filippo Brunclleschi s great 
rhythmic arches at the Ospedali degli Innocent! (1419-1424) in Florence. The loggias U-shaped 
range of semi-round arches and slender pink columns contribute to the formal dignity and elegance of 
the court and garden (figs. 7 and 8). The deceptive simplicity of Phillips 1 court and loggia design 
conceals exceedingly complex structural details. Bohler, in a much later recollection, claimed it was 
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his own suggestion to mount the 76 cast-stone statues on the roof line balustrade — a feature found 
in several of Andrea Palladios most striking villas in Vicenza* but one more common in Baroque than 
in Renaissance buildings. Phillips used steel beams eantilevered over the loggia to give support to the 
roof and to bear the weight of the statues. 

The loggia is one of two scenes of architectural drama that Phillips achieved with the 
Museum design. The other is the cast facade where the central mass is faced in rusticated pink and 
gray blocks of cast stone, emphasized by three great, open arches ornamented by white marble 
caryatids and a massive cartouche above the keystone. From the ample supply of decorative objects, 
Phillips selected two Furtcttt centaurs to flank the marble steps. These were modern bronze castings 
of Hellenistic originals found at Hadrians country villa at Tivoli, outside Rome. While one represents 
the bitterness of passion in old age, the other smiles with the joyful passion of youth. Above the roof 
line balustrade and against the blue Florida sky, four monumental statues representing Music, 
Sculpture, Architecture and Painting add heroic grandeur to the entrance. 

Many of the interior and exterior decorative materials came from auctions in New York and 
Europe. One gallery is distinguished by a beamed Renaissance ceiling delicately embellished with soft 
colors and gold leaf designed by C.R. Renshaw, one of Phillips' assistants. This gallery also features 
unique turquoise and gilt wood wainscot panels that were originally cabinet doors in the library of the 
historic Villa Palmieri near Florence (fig. 9). This library was renowned as the room where Giovanni 
Boccaccio* who lived in the Villa to escape the plague, wrote his Decameron in 1352. Two galleries 
with vaulted ceilings were designed to display the earliest works in the collection — late Gothic panels 
and what were then called primitives* 

Ringlings first purchases from Bohler in Naples were the origins of his museum-quality 
collection, These were supplemented by his purchases at the 1926 sales of the Astor home in New 
York, which included four moderately fine paintings from the more than 100 that hung in the great 
ballroom-picture gallery. He also paid $ 10,000 for two seventeenth century Brussels tapestries, among 
the few then owned by American collectors. 3 

Before being demolished, the massive French Renaissance chateau designed for Caroline 
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Figure 11. J.U. Phillips, drawing 
for decoration of crypt, view look- 
ing south j 1928, 14 x 10 inches. 
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1 Figure 12. Black and white photograph by 
I I rvi ng U rtde rh ill, NYC , of bronze door way 
purchased by John Ringling and integrated 
by Phillips into the crypt under the Museum 
bridge. 
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Schcnncrhorn Astor by Richard Morris Hunt in 1895 was stripped of its finery. Ringling bought two 
paneled rooms, a cream and gold salon and a library in dark oak and parcel gilt. The library, with its 
attached small kitchen, was planned as a reception room for the museum, suggesting that Ringlings 
vision for the institution included social functions as well as a cultural role. The elegance of the two 
Astor rooms, connected to an array of picture galleries, would surely meet Ringlings desire for an elite 
setting* Another important purchase was the great wrought bronze inner entrance screen from the 
Fifth Avenue side of the Astor home. Its finely worked doors and wings, or side lights are fully 
thirteen feet across and bear on its lintel a salamander cartouche alluding to the French Valois kings at 
Blois. The whole massive assembly became the main museum entrance in the east facade. 

The Museum is Established 

Almost two years after Phillips had presented his initial model, the charter of June 16, 1927, 
established the Ringling Museum as an institution, John and Mablc Ringling were named as officers, 
while Bohler became curator, a post he held until the museum was conveyed to the state of Florida, 4 
Construction began under the firm of Hageman and Harris of Chicago and Tampa. Work was 
suspended almost at once, however, and only resumed in late summer. On this second start, 
construction began at the west end of the north wing, A new contractor, Ringlings friend Lyman 
Chase of Alpine, New Jersey, assumed direction. In the winter of 1927 and again in 1928, several 
hundred craftsmen and decorators from the circus winter quarters expanded the local work force. 
Structural walls were of interlocking hollow tile covered with "oriental plaster ' (stucco) colored an 
apricot pink. Interior walls were of plaster applied directly to the tile surface. In an ill-advised 
economy measure, lathe and water seal were eliminated, leading to delayed, devastating effects. All 
balustrades, cornices, and copings were made locally at the Binz Cast Stone Company whose offices 
were at nearby Sapphire Shores. 

Phillips designed the galleries to be arranged enftlade^ thus eliminating the need for a 
corridor. At each gallrrv entrance he placed flanking columns or important architectural doorways. 
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The largest gallery, facing the Rubens gallery across the main entrance, was planned for use as an 
auditorium as well as a place to display tapestries and paintings of "epic proportion" (fig, 10), For this 
prominenr gallery Ringling provided an immense marble fireplace and chimney piece and a matching 
door rramc. A white marble frieze below the clerestory conveyed a classical appearance. Overall, 
Phillips' use of space and light created an airy ambiance befitting its sun-lit site on the Gulf There 
were no dim passages nor dark stairways to rob the museum of its charm. Phillips planned innovative 
electric heat — the first public building to be so designed — but his system was never completely 
installed. For lighting, he relied on long windows in place of Ringling ? preferred skylights. Florida's 
climate and its frequent violent storms made overhead glass unsafe. The window openings were later 
bricked over during the renovation undertaken by the second director, Kenneth Donahue. 

At the end ot 1928 the building was substantially complete. One of several add-on tasks 
called for Phillips to design an elaborate crypt in the curved gallery under the bridge between the two 
wings* A finely carved alabaster screen would protect marble sarcophagi sculpted in Europe for John 
and Mable — not unlike memorials to royalty and princes of the Church (figs. 1 1 and 12)* After 
Mables death in June of 1929, Ringling decided not to complete the costly and opulent tomb. 
Instead, he wished to select a burial site elsewhere on the estate, 5 His wish was not realized until 
1992 when a gifi from I lenry Ringling North enabled the museum trustees to set aside a plot for the 
remains of John and Mable Ringling and Johns sister, Ida Ringling North, 

After three years <»i rapid buying Ringling had accumulated the greater parr of his art 
collection. White must of the paintings were stored in New York City warehouses, some remained in 
Europe, There, Bolder supervised arrangements for cleaning and repairing panels, canvases and 
frames. A number of the finer, even spectacular frames that are currently seen in the galleries were 
purchased with a view to adding dignity and splendor to the collection. For the large Rubens 
cartoons, new wood frames were made in Germany and shipped to Sarasota for installation inside the 
engaged plaster frames of the specially designed gallery.* 

On three occasions Ringling made major purchases that helped to define his collection and 
measurably broadened the nature of the Museum. In 1928, he bought almost the entire Newport 
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Marble House collection of Gothic and proto- Renaissance treasures — paintings, jewelry, faience, 
furniture, and a whole treasury of liturgical objects. William K. Vanderbilt had bought the collection 
from Emile Gavet, a French collector (For more on the Gavet collection, sec Deborah Krohn's essay,} 
Also in 1928 Ringling added a wholly disparate component to his collections. lie bought more than 
2300 archak and antique objects from the Luigi Palma di Cesnola Cypriote collection auctioned by 
the Metropolitan Museum of An, In a plan never realized, Ringling intended n> house these relics erf 
early Western art in a separate building. 

In the following year, 1929, the Earl of Yarborough s important an collection was sold at 
Christies, In a move curious for one who took the role of art collector seriously, Ringling bought — 
among some 20 canvases that day — a discredited "Rembrandt.' 1 In a jubilant telegram to Border 
listing his purchases, he added "For spon 1 paid 550 Guineas for the so-called Rembrandt Old 
Lady/' Whatever sport he expected to derive must haw seemed worth 550 guineas. The picture, 
then tided A Woman ivitb Folded Hands had been in several collections in the U.S* and abroad. It was 
never listed in a Ringling inventory catalogue, yet John Ringling was not a man to lightly invest 
almost $3000 for sport. The canvas was a good example of the many "Rembrandts" that found their 
way into private collections and museums before science came to the aid of connoisseurs. 

The question of a public opening was becoming an issue in part because premature publicity 
had promised access when the galleries were far from ready. In 1928 Art N?<w$ {generally favorable to 
Ringling) had remarked on the "mysterious" nature of the still unopened Sarasota museum, Florida** 
Gulf Coast was far from the metropolitan centers where collectors, dealers, and critics held fonh. 
Moreover, public and professional curiosity was aroused by press accounts of a collection said to 
contain "the worlds finest paintings.** At the same time, equally uninformed critics claimed Ringling 
owned nothing but copies and works of indifferent quality. 

Nothing short of a public opening could dispel unfounded praise or mean-spirited canards. 
Clearly, if the museum were to achieve recognized status, a carefully prepared catalogue was essential 
to establish the authority of the collection. Several examples suggest that Ringling gained a measure 
of exposure by lending occasionally to exhibitions mounted by prestigious commercial galleries. As 
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Figure 13. J.H. Phillips, ^View from Main 
Entrance Towards Rubens Gallery/ 1 circa 1927* 
Drawing, 14 x 10 inches Note two columns 
flanking passage from gallery 1 to gallery 2 in 
drawing were eliminated in actual execution of 
design. 



early as December, 1925, the Reinhardt Galleries in New York showed 

Bernardino Luinis Madonna and Child with St. Sebastian and St Roche 

(ph 5) — one of Ringling's earliest purchases. In October of 1929, the 

Kleinberg Galleries in New York opened an exhibition of early Flemish 

paintings. Among the lenders were major museums and prominent 

collectors such as Andrew Mellon and John D. Rockefeller, Jr. Ringling's 

friend Albert Keller sent Adriaen Iscnbrandt s Donor and St. John the 

Baptist* Ringling sent three paintings: Cornelis van Cleve's Nativity, 

Iscnbrant s Descent from the Cross, and Jan Mostaert's Portrait of a Lady 

with a Standard. In 1930, he loaned his two Rembrandts, St. John and 

Portrait of a Woman, to the Detroit Institute of the Arts, These bans 

were important precedents, establishing Ringling's willingness to 

participate in exhibitions. Curiously, his first contact with A. Everett Austin, the Museum's first 

director, was through Austins request to show several of Ringling's Italian Baroque paintings at the 

Wadsworth Atheneum in Hartford, Connecticut 

Ringling opened the museum for one day on March 31* 1930. Invited guests and the public 
viewed the entire collection for the first time. With the paintings triple-hung, salon style, the 
crowded walls of the galleries displayed more than 500 works — about double the number currently 
shown. Austin described the initial display as a "kind of glorified storage warehouse." 8 So eager were 
the local residents and nearby communities to see the much-publicized treasures that the throng of 
visitors, herded by Sarasota Boy Scouts, exceeded the total number of Sarasota s population. The 
majestic impact Ringling had intended was heightened in the first two galleries by the rich color and 
energetic power of the two tapestries and the four cartoons from Rubens' Triumph of the Eucharist 
series. 

Almost a year later, on March 2, 1931, the museum was opened for one week. Ringling's 
frustration at the absence of a catalogue led to an abrupt closing. The topic had become a matter of 
some tension, though without expressed rancor, between Ringling and Bohler (see Eric Zafran's essay 
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on the Ringling- Bohler correspondence in this volume). In part the delay arose from the poor quality 
of the photographs sent from Sarasota, made useless by the glare of sunlight reflected off the painted 
surface* Bohler, recognizing that his own reputation would suffer irreparable harm in Europe if a 
hasty and unscientific catalogue were released, rejected half of the photos. 9 Meanwhile, the single- 
copy inventory, supposedly safe in Bohler's keeping, was lost in the mail, or mislaid. It was never 
found or replaced. Bohler later prepared several partial lists by source, citing purchases from London 
or New York auction houses. But these were not complete. When an inventory was required a year 
later, not more than 350 titles were listed. 10 

Still, friends and applicants were the only visitors allowed into the museum. One friend who 
visited Ringling in 1932, publisher and writer Joe Mitchell Chappelle, described his guided tour, 
Ringling "knew details of every canvas. „when, how, and where the art trophy was secured. He knew 
the value of each picture and just where the artists signature was placed... a complete catalogue in his 
head." 11 Elsewhere in 193 l t events of far-reaching importance were already in motion. The Great 
Depression was spreading in Europe. Financial straits soon intervened upon Ringlings and Bohlers 
enterprises, Ringlings collecting phase ended abruptly. As a device to resolve the catalogue dilemma, 
Bohler proposed rhar an early opening could be arranged with a sample catalogue of about 75 entries 
to satisfy critics for a time. Ringling failed to adopt the suggestion. It was the last opportunity. 
Bohlers catalogue was never completed, and no further action was taken during Ringlings lifetime, 

Opening the Art School 

Ringling was determined to honor the wish that he shared for so long with Mable to found a 
school of art. The latest idea of including it within a John Ringling University had become wholly 
untenable. Ringling no longer had the resources for a major venture in a field in which he had no 
experience. An alternative plan, to be minimally financed by Ringling, was proposed by President 
Ludd M. Spivey of Southern College in Lakeland. By joining the new school to the existing college, 
a new program could be created that would qualify graduates to teach in Florida schools. The school 
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held a precarious position, however, for lacking the limited liability of a corporation, it exposed the 
faculty to personal liability in the event of fiscal failure. Nor was it governed by an independent board 
of trustees. Despite these flaws, the school was opened in a nearby hotel and dedicated with the 
museum at a joint ceremony on October 1> 193L 

Recognizing that further delays in a public opening of the museum would arouse unfriendly 
critics, Ringling announced that the museum would be permanently open beginning on January 1 7. 
1932. There would be no admission fee, only a 25 cent charge for vehicles in the parking lot, The 
museum was still without a professional staff 12 Bdhler retained his title as curator but his visits to 
America became rarer as he struggled tu keep his firm solvent in a stagnant art market. Thus the 
leaderless museum entered its first phase as an open gallery without the verifiable authority of a 
catalogue. Several months later Ringling fell permanently ill and in July of 1932 came under siege by 
his creditors. Most of his assets were pledged as collateral for a circus debt of nearly $2 million. All 
his an collection was transferred to a Delaware corporation he named the Rembrandt Corporation. 
Notwithstanding Ringling s claim to total ownership, the 100 shares were issued to an agent of his 
circus creditors. 11 The deepening Depression and the accompanying collapse of Ringling s fortune 
placed the Museum and his collection at serious risk. The illness that confined him in the summer of 
1932 compounded his distress. His creditors had no use for the museum building, but they soon held 
the collection hostage to their loan- Alarmed by the possibility of a foreclosed museum, local and 
state officials levied retroactive property taxes as a device to establish a priority claim ahead of any 
private debt. Ringling quietly consulted Bohler about possibly selling a share of the collection in 
Europe with a view to later repurchasing the same or comparable works. He asked for an overall 
appraisal. Bdhler named a figure of $4 million — about $1 million over cost. 14 Thus, when Ringling 
died on December 2, 1936, the museum and its collection were embroiled in an incredibly tangled 
estate. Ten years were required for the executors to sort out his affairs and deliver the museum and his 
home to the state of Florida as Ringling intended. 
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Early Perceptions or trie Museum 

A WiirUview 
HealKer P. Ewing 



In the spring of 1928, John Ringling appeared on the radar of the art world with his 

purchase of most of the lots in the Metropolitan Museum of Arts sale of "duplicates** or surplus 

objects from their Cypriote collection. These sculptures* dating from the eighth century FLC. to the 

first century AJX had been chiefly collected in the 1870s by LIS. consul and later Director of the 

Metropolitan, Luigi Pal ma di Cesnola, An open 
So quietly has Mr. Ringling done his collecting and 

auction of such a fine collection of anriquirics had little 
his building that the news of the erection and 

precedent in the U.S. Art News hailed it as "unique," 
establishment of this art museum comes like a bolt 

an "event that may represent a turning point in our 
out of a clear sky. 

understanding of ancient art." 1 Ringling acquired 
— American Magazine of Art, 

nearly three-quarters of all the offerings, paving the 
May 1928 

highest prices at the auction, and purchasing many of 

the finest pieces. As the most conspicuous purchaser at the sale, Ringling emerged as the owner of 
one of the largest collections of archaic Greek art outside the Metropolitan, Word of his plan to 
install the antiquities in their own building at his newly established art museum catapulted the circus 
owner into the spotlight as an art collector of note. An journals, magazines and newspapers rushed 
to interview him, to be the first to tell the story of the creation of this unusual museum. The stories 
that followed, many featuring a photograph of the museums majestic courtyard, tantalized readers 
with descriptions of a vast and superlative collection. The John and Mable Ringling Museum was 
proclaimed to house the finest collection in the South, set within an architectural framework 
reminiscent of those erected by the great tiirn-of-thc-century collector-barons such as J.R Morgan 
and Henry Cky Frick 

By the spring of 1928, Ringling s fantastical Italian Renaissance art palace on Florida s Gulf 
Coast — already three years in the making — was substantially complete. In retrospect, it is 
surprising that the creation of what was hailed as the *first great museum in the South"" had slipped 
by virtually unnoticed. There are a number of possible reasons for this oversight, including the 
remoteness of Sarasota from the art center of New York and Ringling's lack of professional ties to the 
museum establishment. His interest in large-scale Baroque art at a time in which it was very much 
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TIME 

The Weekly News- Magazine 




Figure 14. Cover of TIME magazine, April 6, 1925, 
with drawing In S.J. WWII. Copyright 1925, TIME 
Inc., reprinted by permission. 



out of fashion and his abiding association with the circus world also 
seem crucial factors. For years, John Ringling had been making 
headlines as the head of the "Greatest Show On Earth." He was in 
peoples minds the most prominent of the Ringling brothers, the 
builder of the largest circus in the world — not a likely candidate to 
assemble a serious art collection. 

In 1925, when Ringling first embarked on his efforts to 
create a museum, he was at the pinnacle of his career as head of the 
Ringling Brothers-Bamum and Bailey Circus. He appeared on the 
cover of TIME magazine (fig. 14), when the circus* 1925 season 
opened in New York City without, for the first time, the daredevil 
lion and tiger acts. In keeping with the tradition of the circus as wholesome family fun that he and 
his brothers had established decades earlier, Ringling had decided that "carnivoras" would no longer 
perform under the big top. Echoing the public's wonder, the TIME article rhetorically asked who it 
was who had decided that "the fever of those who rock with thrills at wild animal acts is not very 
different from that of the demobilized centurions who howled in the Roman hippodromes..." 3 The 
answer was John Ringling* the "shrewdest" of the Brothers, lauded for his acquisition of three western 
railroads and his intimate knowledge of the business. 

In 1925, Ringling's financial status had never been better. The financial acumen he had 
displayed in developing the giant circus corporation he also applied to the development of Sarasota, 
his elected home. Florida was experiencing the height of its land boom, with an enormous influx of 
new residents and real estate speculation. After over a decade in the town, Ringling was an active and 
commanding participant. He had acquired extensive property along the valuable islands across the 
bay and had devoted a great deal of resources to dredging and seawall construction to enable 
development. Most of his elaborate projects were nearing completion in 1925: the causeway to these 
island properties, the landscaping and development of resort-like communities on these islands, the 
Ritz Carlton Hotel on Longboat Key, and the El Vernona, Ringling's other hotel. He was creating a 
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program for prosperity that was simultaneously a beautificarion project, grounded in a vision of 
Sarasota as cultural center for the South. 

Among his Sarasota activities, the focus of most public attention was his magnificent 
Venetian Gothic residence, also nearing completion. Ringlings architect for Ca d'Zan, as he named 
it, was D wight James Baum, a prominent New York architect known for his residential work Baum 
also designed a number of other buildings in Sarasota, including Ringlings El Vemona Hotel, the 
county courthouse, the Y. W.C.A. and a Presbyterian church. Many of these were designed in an 
Italian or Spanish Revival style, inspired by the Mediterranean climate. Simultaneously appearing on 
Florida's Adantic coast in Addison Mizners designs for Palm Beach and Boca Raton, these 
Mediterranean-style buildings embodied the optimism and exuberance of the Florida boom. Baum 
was hailed as a standard-bearer of this new regional architectural style, and he was featured 
internationally in architecture and lifestyle magazines, 4 And Ringling, as the sponsor of so many of 
these projects, stood poised to make Sarasota the main attraction of Florida's West Coast. 

For those who were looking, there was evidence that Ringling had decided to manifest his 
high standing in the community through the creation of a major art collection. In the spring of 1926, 
Ringling purchased .1 series of art objects that were CO become some oi the moil distinctive elements 
of the future museum building. First he acquired numerous paintings, decorative arts objects, and, 
most distinctively, the architectural features of entire rooms from the sales of the Astor mansion in 
New York* Then, through his adviser, renowned art dealer Julius Bohlcr, he bought the four 
enormous Rubens cartoons. Commissioned by the Archduchess Isabella Clara Eugenia, these large- 
scale works had become part of the renowned Duke of Westminsters collection. These purchases 
indicate that Ringling was already envisioning an art collection on a grand scale. There was no place 
to put these tapestry cartoons or the Astor items in Ringlings house or, for that matter, in a small 
museum. Ringling was planning a showplace unlike any other in the United States, with rooms 
specially designed to display specific works. 5 

Like many of his other purchases from prominent collections, the acquisitions from the 
Astor sale afforded Ringling much more than fine paintings and elegant decor for his museum. 
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The dissolution of the Astors* famed double mansion, designed by society architect Richard Morris 
Hunt, was we II -chronicled in the New York papers. Articles recapped the history of the Fifth Avenue 
palace, providing detailed descriptions of the contents of the rooms, the dresses that Mrs. Astor had 
worn lor particular parties and the guest lists. Press relating to the sale was guaranteed, and Ringling 
made top billing: "John Ringling Purchases Many Paintings From the Fifth Avenue Mansion." 6 
As one of the "heaviest" buyers, Ringling paid some of the highest prices in the auction, including the 
high price of the entire sale ($10,200) for two Brussels tapestries. He bought the oak paneling and 
ceiling painting from the library and the gilded paneling from the southwest salon. (For more on 
these rooms, see the essay by Michael Conforri in this volume.) Special mention was made of his 
acquisition of Emile van Marckes Dam Its Landes„ an enormous painting that had occupied a 
"conspicuous place in the Astor picture gallery and ballroom,*' 

In acquiring such items from the Astor mansion, Ringling was also gaining the social cachet 
connected with objects from the seat of society's "golden age." For to be "bidden" to an Astor party 
was to "receive the accolade of society," according to one article. The Astor mansion was touted as "a 
home in the most luxurious sense of the word... built primarily for entertaining and... the scene of 
many of the most brilliant functions ever given in New York, including dinners for Prince Henry of 
Prussia and Prince Louis of Battenberg." 7 As was the case for many other nouveau-riche collectors 
of the era, the pedigree of the collection afforded Ringling greater respectability, The purchases at the 
Astor sale and the subsequent acquisition of the Rubens cartoons initiated for Ringling an intense 
period of collecting across Europe and the United States. The dissolution of significant, historic 
European collections in the late 1920s represented an unparalleled opportunity for Ringling to acquire 
an important selection of masters in a short period of time. 8 Many of these sales were carefully 
covered by the press. While few failed to note the prominent purchases by John Ringling, the press 
was largely silent on Ringling s plans. 

In 1927, at a New York auction of paintings from the well-known collection of Charles 
Srillman, Ringling acquired Rembrandt's painting, St John the Evangelist. He paid an astonishing 
$78,000 for the painting — a price overshadowed only by the astronomical 1270,000 paid by the 
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dealer Joseph Duveen for Titos in an Armchair* the other Rembrandt 
in the sale. Prior to the Stillman sale, the highest price paid at an 
American auction had been $137,000. Ringing bought a total of 
three paintings at the sale, which was ^considered by connoisseurs as 
an important event in the history of art distribution in this country/' 9 

It was not, however, until the 1928 auction of the Metropolitans 
Cypriote collection that the establishment of Ringling s Museum 
came to the attention of the nations news organizations {fig. 15), 
Most of the stories generated were based on news from the auction, 
bolstered by a small handful of interviews that Ringling gave.* Art 
News, which had already given much preview coverage to the Cypriote sale, predictably became the 
first of the art journals to deliver the story. Their front page article explored the mystery surrounding 
the collections establishment, explaining that "speculation has led to rumor and rumor has conjured 
up fantastic visions." With more complete information than any other sources at the time, Art News 
set out to elucidate the record. The article described the holdings of the rnuseum> the handsome 
architectural setting for the art works, and the proposed advisory structure of the institution. It even 
delved into the compatibility of Ringling s dual interests — the circus and art worlds. 



Figure 15. C>pfw- Archaic male head, circa 560-450 
B.C, Limestone, 121/16x91/4x5 inches. 



The number of men who are act he both a* heads of art museunis and of circuses is 
somewhat limited. There are scholarly gentlemen whose candles tremble as the 
calliope roars past, who may contend that a great chasm exists between the two 

fields* Pitfalls there may be but there are also many points of contact and the gift of 
showmanship* the energy* the vitality* the enthusiasm which has made the circus 
thrilling are excellent qualifications for the man who would meet the old masters on 

familiar terms J 1 

In fact, this view seems to reflect Ringling s own perception of himself He remained, throughout his 
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life, devoted to the Cirrus, traveling with it virtually every season. No conflict between his pursuits 
existed in his eyes, and his decades-long dedication to elevating the Cirrus fits with his efforts to 
dignity and memorialize his family in the established manner. 

The Christian Science Monitor, one of the tew publications to interview Ringling, also elicited 
from him some thoughts on the connections between art and the circus* In describing the art of the 
circus posters, Ringling explained that often "the action of a galloping horse, ... the grace and spirit of 
a Hon at bay, the Hoganhian line of beauty in the pose of a feminine gymnast* were missing, 
Ringling found this needed vitality in painting. 1 ^ Although this connection has been dismissed as a 
facile explanation for his collecting tastes, 1 * Ringlings unfashionable interest in large scale Baroque 
art was not without a sympathetic relation to the aesthetics of the circus, especially as regards the 
tenor or the 1920s. The compositional dynamism, the extremes of emotion and the colorful palette 
epitomized by Baroque an all seem most evocative of the circus' rich drama and pageantry. The 
Christian Science Monitor article was reproduced in its entirety in the Sarasota newspaper, a trophy of 
the national attention that Ringling was bringing to the town. 

With perceptions of Ringling colored primarily by his tics to the circus, not all of the 
coverage was us optimistic or reflective. The New York Times* coverage of a sale held by the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art, at which Ringling purchased Hans Makarts Dimun I hutting Party, 
was typical. While the paper acknowledged the existence of the Sarasota museum, the emphasis 
remained on Ringling as a circus man whose tastes ran to biUhoaroSsizG proportions: "Ringling is 
High Bidder; Circus Man Buys Big Canvas for His Florida Collection.* 114 Because of the imprimatur 
of the collect ions originator, the museum was a curiosity to much more than just the art world. The 
story of Ringlings rise to fame as the circus clown turned financial ringmaster, and — by the time the 
museum was complete — owner of the largest circus conglomerate in Americas history continued to 
dominate public perception of the man_ The New York World headline, "Circus King Turns to World 
of Art," captured the essence of Ringlings attraction for many. While on the one hand Ringling was 
a cosmopolitan collector, on the other he was characterized as the man "who used to drive a circus 
wagon." Highlighting the ironic juxtaposition of highbrow and lowbrow, an and circus, one article 
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evoked him as "John Ringing, tall, with the chest of a sea elephant, the chin of a prize fighter, and 
sensitive, artistic hands, 1 * 

Some important Ringling purchases evaded this flippant criticism, Ringling s acquisition in 
1930 of another large canvas, Peter Paul Rubens' well-known painting, Pausias and Gfycera, received 
widespread, enthusiastic coverage {fig, 16 ), Thought to be a self-portrait of Rubens and his wife in 
the guise of these characters, the painting had until a tew years earlier been in the vast Westminster 
collection in London, the same collection from which Ringling had earlier bought the enormous 
Rubens cartoons. Over the years, he acquired several other paintings from this collection as welL 
Pans ins ana' Clycera had been often published in reference works on the master, arid had also been 
included in several public exhibitions. Its purchase was a major coup for Ringling, whose collection 
was already clearly defined by the Rubens tapestry* cartoons acquired some four years earlier. Its 
popularity with the press was underlined by the oft repeated headline: "Ringling Buys a Rubens." 16 

In general, the paucity of formal interviews with John Ringling, the remoteness of Sarasota 
and the rumors of the purchase of great numbers of paintings by Rubens and Titian led to much 
conjecture on the part of some newspapers and art journals. Indicative of the curiosity engendered 
was a New York World article, praising the museum as one of the world's finest; "The galleries in 
Paris, Florence, London, Dresden, New York, Leningrad and other long famous may have more works 
of art, but they have none which are finer..,. Here is the greatest collection on earth ot the work ot 
Peter Paul Rubens,,,, Here are half a dozen Titians and as many Veroneses." 17 Predictably this great 
swell of anticipation and bravura led to some reassessment and retrenching once the museum was 
finally opened to the public. Although the collection contained some superb masterpieces, it also 
contained some questionable attributions. Most of all, however, it revealed the personal style or the 
man who had amassed the collection, 

Ringling made an effort to surround himself with recognized and accomplished figures. He 
retained Julius Bdhler, the prominent Munich an dealer who had advised him on much of the 
collection, as curator for the museum, Ringling also selected a board of directors. He announced the 
appointment of this roster of distinguished international scholars, dealers, and patrons in the 1928 
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article in Art News, though there is no record of T in; nbws-ma(;azim- oi \k i 

any official action taken by the new board. At the 

very least > sonic of these men had intimate access to 

the works of art. Their interest resulted in further 

scholarship on the collection, and also more 

publicity for Ringling. A visit to the Ringling 

mansion in February of 1927 by Detlev Baron von 

Hadcln, an authority on Italian art who was one of 

those named as director in 1928, was chronicled in 

the Sarasota Herald. Von Hadeln proclaimed to the 

local paper that the museum would make Sarasota 

one of the art centers of the world. He also issued 

news of Ringling s plan to establish a school in 

association with the museum. 18 

Soon after the visit, von Hadcln wrote an 
article in The Burlington Magazine on Ringling's 

recent acquisition of two allegorical figures by Francesco GuardL These were, he wrote, outstanding 
paintings for the new museum then underway. Published in May 1927, the article was probably one 
of the earliest national mentions of the Ringling Museum. Later that year, in Art in America, von 
Hadeln concluded an article on Paolo Veronese portraits by heralding the large-scale Portrait of a 
Family^ in Ringling's collection (pi 6), Von Hadeln praised the painting as 'one of the most 
important Italian sixteenth century portraits," a stylistic link between Titian and Van Dyck He 
deemed it an example of the height of Veronese's portrait painting; the work is, however, today 
attributed to Giovanni Antonio Fasolo, a student of Veronese, 19 In early 1928, von Hadeln published 
another article this one on Ringling's Tintoretto painting, Samson and Delilah. He lauded Ringling s 
version of the painting over the one in the collection at Chatsworth. Von Hadeln called the Ringling 
painting "in many respects superior to the Chatsworth composition,,.. It exhibits the full mastery of 
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Figure 16. Cover of The Art Digest magazine, November 1, 1930, with Peter 
Paul Rubens * Pausias and Gfycem, pure based by J oh n Ringling in 1930. Sec 
Plate 6 for a color reproduction of this painting. 
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Tintoretto's pictorial craft. The painting of the larger example at Chatsworth is by contrast somewhat 
dull, and suggests the collaboration of assistants:' 20 Von Hadelns praise of Ringlings collection, and 
also that of August L* Mayer, another of the appointed directors, seem somewhat effusive, their 
comments cast primarily in a comparative vein. It seems possible that these men hoped to parlay their 
relations with Ringling into positions with the fledgling museum. Mayer highlighted an unknown 
Ribera painting in the Ringling collection, stating that it was more expressive of the artists 
workmanship than most of his later Baroque works. He concluded that there were no other 
Madonnas superior in Riberas oeuvre, none "so powerful nor so charming as this new acquisition to 
the most remarkable young gallery of importance in the United States. " 21 These articles, written by 
recognized scholars, brought a measure of certification to Ringlings collecting, a more concrete 
accolade even than the notable provenances of many of the paintings. 

Perhaps more than anything else, it was the building of his museum that garnered sustained 
attention from the art and architecture communities. John H. Phillips had been engaged as architect 
by Ringling in 1925, at the very beginning of his collecting effort. The architect was in fact already 
drafting plans for the building when Ringling informed Bohler of his intentions. 22 Ringlings early 
commitment to an architect for the museum is evidence of his awareness of architectural symbolism. 
In an early explanation of his conception of the museum, given to the Christian Science Monitor in 
1928, Ringling explained: 

Well, you know from time to time I have found some fifteenth century doors and 
pillars I liked, I have bought them. The doors are bronze, three pairs of them. The 
museum garden has an arcade, and some columns I found too, will go there; they 
belonged once to beautiful Italian renaissance structures. I had to have a permanent 
place to put those things; I was wanting to build a beautiful memorial It seemed to 
me it was time, and what better place could the doors and pillars have? 23 

The importance architectural style played in Ringling s decisions is evident in his and Mable s 
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flamboyant Venetian Gothic residence, and in the purchase of the Astor rooms for the museum. 

Phillips' conception for the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art produced what w,i* 
considered to be "one of the most beautiful edifices of its kind in the country.* 24 The cloistered 
courtyard, with one end open to Sarasota Bay, was a breaditaking centerpiece for the museum, and 
most images of the museum reproduced in magazines featured a view of it Much was made of this 
effective amalgamation of "medieval architecture in a modern museum,^ 5 Variations on the headline 
"Ringling An Now in Home Which Is Museum of Architecture" 26 were common. 

Art and architecture magazines were filled during the late 1920s with articles featuring the 
opening of new art museums. By the early 1930s, over 1,000 art museums were operating in the 
United States, according to the American Federation of Arts. 27 Between 1928 and 1930, museums 
were opening at the rate of one every two weeks. 28 Many of the articles describing these new 
museums or installations were authored by men with important ties to the institution, cither as 
director, president or secretary of the board, Ringling did not write any articles, nor did Julius Bohler 
in his capacity as curator. Bohler labored over a catalogue of the collection, bur it was never 
completed or published- Throughout the period of time in which the museum operated under 
Ringlings aegis, the only publication that was issued was the Bulletin of the Ringling School of Art {ca. 
1931). 2y Museum officials around 1930 were defining a new era of professionalism in the field; these 
articles highlighting their own collections and buildings were in essence a dialogue among colleagues. 
It is curious that Ringling, whose devotion to the Circus was inextricably linked to the promotional, 
marketing ethos of that profession, was so silent in the matter of publicizing his own museum. The 
lack of archival material dating to this period makes analysis difficult. Ringling biographer David 
Weeks indicates that a local newspaper person served as a publicity relations person/ 10 It seems likely 
from the similar language used in a number of the one-page magazine articles and photo spreads on 
the new Ringling Museum that a press release was issued, but few indepth profiles of the museum — 
like those typically found in art journals of the time — were generated. 

In addition to features on the establishment of new museums, an journals, like The Art 
Digest* and architectural magazines, such as Architectural Forum* frequently addressed the issue of what 
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a building to house an art museum should be like. Technical issues like lighting, temperature control, 
visitor circulation patterns and the need to combat "museum fatigue" gained currency, Most 
interesting, however, was the growing trend during the 1920s and early 1930s towards incorporating 
antique building elements within a museum. The trend existed not only in America, as evinced by the 
creation in 1930 of the Pergamon Museum in Berlin, Filled with examples of architecture from 
antiquity, and centered around the recreation of the Pergamon altar, this Berlin museum was hailed as 
the first purely architectural museum in the world. Perhaps the greatest American example of this 
movement to incorporate antique elements into modern buildings was The Cloisters, 

A unique assemblage of medieval objects, sculpture, and architectural elements collected and 
exhibited by sculptor George Grey Barnard, The Cloisters had been acquired by the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art with funds from John D. Rockefeller, Jr. in 1925. Its name derived from the fact that 
the plan centered around elements from the cloisters of five French monasteries, daring from the 
twelfth to the fifteenth centuries. Five years later, the Met undertook the construction of a new 
building on land also donated by Rockefeller at FortTryon Park Completed in 1938, The Cloisters 
was not a copy of any single building from the Middle Ages, but rather a distinctive twentieth-century 
structure, planned around the incorporation of numerous, and often large, antique elements. 

As profiled in the various journals of the time, this trend manifested itself both in the 
incorporation of antique (usually medieval) architectural features and in the installation of period 
(typically Colonial) rooms. Boston, Brooklyn, Minneapolis, and the Metropolitan all featured period 
rooms. In the new Detroit Institute of Arts, under construction in 1925, architect Paul Crct sought to 
create a harmonious architectural setting for the objects. One of the museum's highlights was a 
fifteenth century French Gothic ehapeh An important element of the Gothic Hall, the chapel also 
jutted picturesquely into an outdoor courtyard. Elsewhere in the museum, the gallery with eighteenth 
century French decorative arts had original panelling, and the Early American hall was housed in a 
room from the Colonial mansion, Whitby Hall. The Baltimore Museum of Art, scheduled to open in 
its new John Russell Pope building in 1929, also featured a series of Colonial period rooms. 

The new Philadelphia Museum of Art, a Greek temple opened in 1928 atop a hill 
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overlooking rhc city, was at the forefront of design in its use of period rooms. American Magazine of 
Art wrote that the main exhibition Door was to be a Main Street of design, showing the ^pageant of 
the history of an* through authentic period rooms. When the Gothic and Romanesque sections were 
opened in 1931, they received extensive press. An Digest explained that the *rooms are not simplv 
four blank walls looking down upon cases and pedestals, bur authentic original architectural elements 
or wall settings, symbolizing architecturally the same spirit and form as the furnishings, tapestries, 
sculptures and paintings which they enshrine."' 1 

This new trend in design grew out of a philosophy articulated by the artist* sculptor-collector 
George Grey Barnard, the original collector of The Cloisters and also the antiquarian from whom 
Philadelphia purchased many of their medieval architectural elements. The evocative architectural 
arrangement that Barnard designed to house the initial Cloisters collection, before it was purchased by 
Rockefeller for the Metropolitan, inspired the string of what Elizabeth Bradford Smith calls 
"integrated period settings" for collections in museums around the country. As Philadelphia Museum 
Director Flskc Kimball articulated it: 

But suppose in this country, where there are no old Gothic churches fir our public to 
pass daily, and where there is no Hotel Cluny to home our collections, we install the 
objects, uprooted, in neutral halls and galleries. What conception does the great 
pu/dic derive from them of their character as living embodiments in plastic form of 
the mighty organism of the Middle Ages, ivitb its pie/y t its chivalry, and its 
romance? Clearly, architecture itself must here he called into the collections of the 
Museum — and. if it is not to violate every canon which governs them otherwise 
— the elements of architecture, like other works displayed, must he original and 
authentic, not copied 32 

Ringiing's museum was the apogee of such design. Its unique cloistered courtyard evoked an 
Italian villa and capitalized on Sarasota's semi-tropical setting. Not only did the exterior reflect a 
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sympathy with Renaissance style and atmosphere, bur the interior as well created an environs specially 
suited to the works of art. The Italian gallery (Gallery 3) featured a beamed ceiling and wainscottlng 
from the Villa Palmieri — where Boccaccio was said to have composed the Decameron. The entrance 
to each gallery was flanked by antique columns, or elaborate wooden door surrounds, or mosaic stone 
surrounds, all of which also had been collected by Ringling. The galleries led directly from one to 
another, the type of layout that was criticized by some in the museum field as contributing to 
"museum fatigue."** In the Ringling Museum, however, this arrangement created a vista of fanciful 
and inviting doorways, The New York Times featured these allees of ornate door openings in a full- 
page photo spread on the Ringling Museum: "Antique Doorways Which Complete a Vista: A View 
Across the Galleries."-* 4 As virtually the only interior shots featured, these photos would have 
dominated the reader's first impressions of the museum. The grandest of aO the interior spaces was 
the Rubens gallery, an enormous room with clerestory lighting specially designed to exhibit the 
cartoons. The door surrounds in this gallery consisted of giant Solomonic columns, echoing those in 
the cartoons themselves. A stage set for the art, this gallery expressed all of the ideals of the museum. 

The building was shown to its best advantage during the official ceremonies marking the 
dedication of the museum and the concurrent opening of the Ringling School of Art in October 
1931. Phillips was in attendance, and remarked on the use of the courtyard as an amphitheatre, much 
as he had hoped and envisioned. 35 Two thousand people filled the loggias around the terraced 
gardens to watch the ceremonies. A senator and congressman were there to thank Ringling on behalf 
of a grateful Florida, and a bishop of the Southern Methodist Church gave a blessing. Interest was 
not limited to Florida alone. National business and news weeklies covered the activities in Sarasota. 
TIME in fact seems to have commissioned a second cover portrait of Ringling, by Joseph Margulics 
(fig. 17), to commemorate what they called "Ringling Day," although the magazine ultimately chose 
to put the Japanese foreign minister on the cover instead. It seems possible that the editors opted not 
to use the Ringling cover because at some point during the development of the article, their 
perspective on the Sarasota story changed; the final publication seems considerably tongue in cheek. 
Drawing a portrait of Ringling as a Hearstian figure, and the museum as almost a folly, the TIME 
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article began, "There are a Ringing Boulevard and a Main Ringling Boulevard, Ringling Causeway, 
Ringling Island and Ringling Trust dc Savings Bank t but the town is still called Sarasota, Fla." 36 The 
article then devoted nearly half of its column inches to the history of the Ringling circus endeavor; its 
references to the art collection dwelled on "mountainous bronze reproductions" and the notion that 
"Mr. John is still enough of a circus man to like his pictures big." 
Linked to Florida as the playground of the 1920s and RingEng as 
the circus dealer, the museum in this depiction seems consigned to 
a past era. 

And in fact, while the opening itself was a positive event 
for Ringling and a triumphant recognition of his labors for 
Sarasota, the museum after this time faltered, overshadowed by 
events in Ringling's personal life. By the end of 1931, financial 
troubles had virtually brought Ringling s collecting to a halt. The 
grim realities of his financial picture had already impinged on the 
full execution of the museum according to original plans. Most 
especially, the lack of funds had compromised the creation of a 
complementary school of art, the crux of John and Mable s vision 
for Sarasota, Ringling s troubled finances, which had previously 
always been surrounded by a mysterious and wondrous aura of 
limitlessness, made headlines much more frequently than news of 
his art ambitions did. 

Ringlings intimate relationships and his health, too, had 
become front-page material. When Ringling married Emily Buck toward the end of 1930, he was 
identified in the New York Times as the head of the Ringling Brothers-Barnum 8c Bailey Combined 
Circus, and only tangentially — at the conclusion of the column — as the owner of "one of the show 
places of the South [which] houses a notable art collection/ 137 The description of the Ringling 
Museum as a "showpiace" can be seen as another example of the press' tendency to view Ringling's 




Figure 17> Portrait of John Ringling by Joseph Matgulies, 
circa 1930, Charcoal, opaque white on paper 18 15/16 x 12 
3/16 inches. Credit: National Portrait Gallery, 
Smithsonian Institution* 
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endeavors through the lens of the circus. Using the language of the circus, the press paints a picture 
of Ringling as a showman first of all. Ringling's marriage to Emily Buck lasted only a short while 
before troubles began, elicited by among other reasons, conflicts over money Newspapers seemed to 
exult in the Ringlings 5 troubles, creating memorable headlines: "Wife Testifies that Life with John 
Ringling Wasn't Any Circus," and "Ringlings Stage Two Ring Legal Show." The headline "Life 
Becomes a Three Ring Legal Suit for John Ringling" referred to the other suits pending in addition to 
the divorce suit Ringling had brought against his wife. Among these numerous lawsuits was one 
related to questions over the location of Ringlings legal residence. Another concerned the Hotel El 
Vernona in Sarasota, and yet another was filed by a former oil development partner of Ringlings who 
claimed to have been induced into signing away oil rights amounting to $ 10,000. 5S 

Few of the newspaper accounts neglected to mention Ringling's deteriorating health. The 
New York Times, in discussing the divorce suit, noted that Ringlings illness had prevented him from 
touring with the Circus in 1933 for the first time in nearly twenty years. 39 Another story of 
Ringling's courtroom battles recounted to readers that a nurse was needed to accompany Ringling to 
the witness stand. One of the more sensational New York papers ran a caption under pictures of the 
Ringlings stating that "though doctors ordered quiet for [Ringling], [Mrs. Ringling] threw telephone 
books and pillows during a stormy conference." 4 ^ Various illnesses plagued Ringling the last years of 
his life. Rumors of his sickness, however, were often much exaggerated. In 1932, Ringling was forced 
to receive the press in person, in response to stories circulated by the local papers of an infection that 
had necessitated the amputation of both his legs. Seated in a chair, he swung his legs at the press 
corps, asking, "Does this look as though either of my legs had been amputated?" 41 

Ultimately, the enduring quality or key aspects of the collection coupled with the unique 
architectural setting for these paintings helped to elevate the Museum above Ringling's personal 
troubles. In 1932, the museum was one of eight art museums in the United States featured in 
Architectural Forum. John Phillips' conception for the Ringling Museum was showcased alongside 
such other masterpieces as the new Baltimore Museum of Art, the Dayton Art Institute, and Paul 
Cret 's design for the Rodin Museum in Philadelphia* These museums, all in grand new edifices, 
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received large photo spreads in the journal. 42 Art historical journals aJso continued to include essays 
on works in the Museum. One article discussed the recently re-discovered portrait by Frans Hals of 
Pietcr Jacobsz. Olycan in Ringlings collection, praising the painting as "among the most imposing 
and impressive of the masters works of the period about 1640, when the artist, who was now fifty-five 
years old, was begining to give his figures a more monumental aspect.* 43 Published in 1935, just over 
a year before Ringlings death, the article reflected the lasting value of 
the principal elements of the collection. 

Ringlings driving vision and intense involvement in the 
establishment of the museum substantively defined the unique nature of 
the institution. It set the museum apart from other such bequests, 
which, more typically, were personal collections that became public 
museums after the donors death. The absence of museum 
professionals, a board of directors, or membership in organizations such 
as the American Association of Museums meant that the Ringling 
Museum in its first years received little attention beyond notice of the 
opening. The Museum News, the official publication of the American 
Association of Museums, observed the opening of the Ringling 
Museum in a short paragraph, adding that Julius Bohler was curator 44 
Other museums emerging during this time typically received more 
substantial press in the journal's pages, along with an occasional 
photograph or plan. The Museum News' next mention of the Ringling 
Museum was not until five years later, in Ringlings obituary notice. 4> 

Obituaries for John Ringling appeared in all manner of publications, from art magazines to 
newspapers and news magazines. Above all, they lamented the passing of John Ringling the last of 
the Ringling Brothers. The "five brothers of Baraboo," as they were called (fig. 18), had "established 
the ancient pastime of Rome on a scale of American bigness, extravagance and mechanical perfection 
that attracted capacity audiences even in times of depression,* 46 While John Ringlings connection to 




Figure IS. Ringling Brother?, poster, I&9S, showing, 
from top: Al£ T M AJ, John, Quo and Charles 
Ringling. 
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the public was much stronger as a circus man, he nevertheless dedicated many years and much of his 
resources in realizing his vision of transforming Sarasota into a cultural center. Amassing an 
outstanding Baroque art collection emblematic of his flamboyant circus aesthetic, and erecting a 
Mediterranean- inspired art palace symbolic of Florida's golden age, Ringling established himself as a 
tastcmaker in his own arena. He planned the John and Mablc Ringling Museum of Art as the 
showcase of the town he had adopted and as the appropriate tribute to himself and his first wife. 
Ultimately, his desired legacy came to fulfillment only after the state of Florida opened the museum to 
the public permanently in 1947. In time, both the press and the public would come to marvel at 
Ringling s Italian ate jewel on Sarasota Bay. 
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catalogue wasn't coming together. Ringling was forced to push the date of the formal opening back 
into February as he waited impatiently for Bohler 's arrival in Sarasota. 

Bohler, however, finally had to admit that he would not be at the opening: "Hear you open 
Museum this week heartiest congratulations sure it will be great success stop cannot get away, , ♦ am 
terribly disappointed/* 35 Ringling responded that he too was "terribly disappointed you canr come no 
date set for opening however. Will open in about two weeks without catalogue will advise dates 
later." 36 As it turned out, Ringling opened the Museum for just a week in March. It did not formally 
open to the public until nearly a year later* on January 17, 1932* 

More anxious cables and nlghtlettcrs were exchanged before Bohler's compromise catalogue 
finally arrived in Sarasota, The catalogue Ringling received is lost, but the new trove of material 
includes various lists of the collection and several stages of catalogue drafts. The number of entries 
varies from 182 to 336, and what appears to be a final draft lists 281 works. Although these are not 
arranged in alphabetical or chronological order, one list is broken down by schools and shows a logical 
division of the works into Early Italian, Late Italian, German and Flemish Primitives, Flemish, 
Dutch, English, French, Spanish, and Modern- The last category, the most unexpected, consists 
primarily of nineteenth century works by Alfred Stevens, Joseph Israels, Ferdinand Roybct, Constant 
Troyon, Rosa Bonheur, and a little known American artist Carl von Marr. 

The format of the catalogue was to provide for each painting a rather chatty artist's 
biography, a description of the work and subject depicted, references to publications and an 
abbreviated provenance. The latter included neither auctions nor the dealers — such as Bohler 
himself — who had acted as intermediaries in supplying works to Ringling. Also lacking was the 
discussion of attribution and dating that has become standard in modern collections catalogues. Still, 
it was for the time an extremely detailed and serious undertaking. If published, it would have been a 
model of its kind tar in advance of most other American museums. 

Meanwhile, negotiations over the Deutsch panel were continuing. Bohler now had an offer 
of 300,000 francs from the Swiss government, 38 He invited Ringling to vacation with him in 
Carlsbad in the summer: "I am sure it is going to do you a lot of good." Ringling cabled back that he 
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Among Bohlers papers are many tetters of inquiry about 

purchases, loans and jobs. These were generally sent directly to 

Bohlcr or forwarded to him by Ringling* The range of the works 

offered to Ringling was extremely wide. Photographs kept by 

Bohlcr depict ancient Egyptian sarcophagi and Greek antiquities 

as well as early Italian panels and Gentian altarpieces. There is 

even a curious contemporary painting by Henri Rousseau of a 

tiger in the jungle — now hanging in the National Gallery in 

Figure t9. Ponrak of Julius Bdhkr by hi* father-in-law, the London — priced at $24,00(1 

painter, PjuI Thicm. circa 1910, „^ _ - _ 

1 ne most notable loan request came from A. Lverett 
Austin, Director of the Wadsworth Athene um in Hartford, who wrote in 1929 seeking loans for an 
exhibition of Baroque paintings. Ironically, Ringling sent the request on to Bohler Years later, when 
Austin, having become the Museum's first director, needed expert testimony about the disrepair into 
which the collection had fallen, he would invite Bohlcr back to Sarasota."* 

Certainly the prize job request came from the young Adelyn Breeskin, who was to become a 
highly regarded art historian and director of the Baltimore Museum of Art, Breeskin, whose mother 
had seen Ringling s collection as a weekend guest at his Sarasota home, wrote directly to Bohler in 
Europe, proposing herself as a "possible assistant to carry out your instructions regarding Mr. 
Ringlings collection." Bohler s secretary informed the eager would-be assistant that he was away and 
that she should not expect an answer *for some time.*" 3 

The direct correspondence between Ringling and Bohler begins on March 6, 1927, by which 
time they had been working together tor almost two years. In the first letter Bohler asked his patron 
for payment of a variety of bills. The multi-page invoice attached to the letter documents the steady 
expansion of Ringlings collection. Included in it is Bohlers 10% commission on purchases made of a 
"large still life by Snyders (pi. 10) (£550)* Palma Giovanni [sic] Venus and Cupid (£30), and Lucretia by 
Giampctrino (£200). w Purchases from 1926 billed in pounds sterling included a Rubens drawing 
(£60), Rembrandt's Ladys Portrait (£7,900), Velasquez's Donna Mariana of Austria (£3114,13), David 
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Figure 20. School of" Titian , Ecce Homo, sixteenth century* 
Oil on canvas, 28 3/4 x 23 1/4 inches, Ringling bought this 
work as a Titian from Prince Lichnowsky through Julius 
Bohlcr in 1927. 



Tenicrs' Le Manage de Village (£1 1 89,10), plus u Five Greek vases 

very large, two Greek tombstones, one Egyptian Bassorelievo, 

three Graeco- Indian sculptures all bought at Sotheby's (£250)," 

There was also the commission on a Giovanni Battista Ticpob 

and a Bartolome Esteban Murillo. The charges continued into 

1927 with a Paolo Veronese Portrait Group (£3000), the Granacri 

altar piece and pictures by Benjamin West (£280) and, again, 

Murillo (£260), A bill from August 12, 1926 documents a Titian 

bought for 13,200 German marks, plus 10% commission. Most 

interesting are the charges associated with the four large Rubens 

cartoons purchased from the Duke of Westminster. These 

included freight, forwarding charges from Eaton Hall, transport insurance, expenses tor porters, tips* 

restoration and fire insurance. 

Bills from 1925 and 1926 charged in Swiss francs for die freight from Genoa and insurance 
on two of the earliest Ringling acquisitions, a Fra Bartolomeo and a Rubens. Finally, there were 1926 
charges in dollars for Tintoretto's Portrait of a Senator (§15,326), two jacopo Bassanos ($12,000), a 
large Bernardino Lutni altarpiece with the Madonna and Saints Roche and Sebastian (130,000), Alfred 
Stevens' "famous Musician "(pi 48) ($1,500), Bassanos Male Portrait ($715), and a School of Raphael 
Thee Kings ($825); in addition there was a large Venetian frame for the Samson and Delilah by 
Tintoretto ($475). 6 

The postscript to Bohler's covering letter is of special significance for its reference to a 
"catalogue." It indicates that at this early date he and Ringling were already planning a publication to 
document the collection for the Museums opening. The matter of the catalogue will come more to 
the fore in later correspondence, and in fact one of the treasures of the new material is the draft of 
Border's catalogue text. 

Other statements of expenses followed. On March 14, there were charges for forwarding a 
Holy Family and a Rubens and for insurance for the great Frans Hals portrait sent from London to 
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Munich. Bills from April through June of 1927 document both the continuing activity' and the wide 
range of artists and dealers involved: a Sebastiano Mainardi from Duvcen ($11,000); Titian's Ecce 
Homo (fig, 20) from Prince Lichnowsky ($15,1 79.70) Joseph Israels' Mother and Child ($400), the 
famous Lucas Cranach Portrait of Cardinal Albrecht of Brandenberg as St, Jerome (pi. 11) (S 10, 725), 
three Antoinc Pesne portraits (pi. 45) (S4 t 950). and a St Matthew with the Angel bought for $1,100 as 
a Caravaggio and later identified as a Orazio Gcntileschi and finally as a Nicolas Regnicr (pL 12). 
From August there is a bill for two Alonso Cano Saints in Landscape for 5,500 marks/ 

By October of 1927, paintings were arriving in New York- Ringling wrote to Bolder asking 
for details about the shipments for insurance purposes, "Museum progressing rapidly," he added, 
"expect to be ready to hang pictures later pan of December-" Bohler cabled back the contents and 
values of a shipment of several of Ringling s most important purchases (fig, 21, pis, 13, 14 and 15): 

Paintings arriving New York two big Carracis [sic] value dollar two fivehu mired 
pordenone one ftvehundred tnaganza two fifty carlo dolci three stop sorry Chapman 
did not advise hut Day and Meyer cart always see details from consular invoice stop 
big Rubenses and others leaving Munich this week Munich writing you stop glad to 
hear museum progressing when you are ready to hang please cable. 

He added that he is "hurrying all restorations. " K 

Also included in the new material are several receipts from 1927 made out to Bohler's 
Lucerne Fine An Co. by his associates at Henry Reinhardt and Son Galleries of New York. These 
include Bernardino Li c into s Family Group ($2,520), Cranach s Cardinal A tbrecht ($10,725), and Sir 
Henry Raeburns Elizabeth and Georgiana Reay ($21,700). To Ringling, the gallery sent the "pedigree" 
of the magnificent Paolo Veronese, Flight into Egypt (pi 16), 9 

Another set of statements to Ringling follows in the next year. These included a $300 bill 
from August L. Mayer for a certificate of authentication tor a Murillo and a $22,000 bill for the 
purchase of the Veronese. Repair and restoration bills were included for Frans Post's Landscape* 
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Tintoretto s Adam, Robbias Stjohtu and for a Francesco Zaganelli da Cotignola which was 
transferred from wood to canvas and relined. There were also charges for the photography, framing 
and packing of other works and even for cigarettes for Mrs, Ringling, These documents show the 
extent to which Ringling entrusted Bohler with overseeing the condition of the collection. It is also 
fascinating to learn of the certificate of authentication, since in genera] Ringling followed his own 
judgment or the dealers. He and Bohler may have felt less sure in the realm of Spanish art. 

Bohler and Ringling were together at 
Sarasota in late 1928 and early 1929, They sent a 
joint cable in early January to their mutual friend 
Albert Keller, the manager of the Ritz Carlton in 
New York City, asking him to attend the sale of art 
works from the famous Spitzer collection. He was 
authorized to bid up to S3 T 000 on paintings by 
Boucher and was to pursue works by Heda and 
Canaletto, The Young Woman 'with a Letter 
attributed to Francois Boucher was the sole work 
acquired, 11 

After Bohler returned to Europe, Ringling 
wrote him one of his longer letters. In it, he 
informed the dealer that the new museum building 

was finished and summarized his purchases at the 1928 Metropolitan Museum sale. Ringling was 
interested in an enormous Benjamin Constant that had been withdrawn from the auction and 
returned to the owners family. U I think I can get it at my own terms " wrote Ringling. 1 - Bohler 
cabled back: "would buy Constant if cheap." 13 Apparently it was, for Ringling did purchase the The 
Emperor Justinian (which, because of its size and poor condition, is now not exhibited), Bohler also 
reported that he hoped to meet Ringling at Carlsbad and informed him that there would be a great 
sale in Berlin at the end of May. 14 




TipiTc 21, Peter Paul Rubens and Studio, Abraham ami MeLbizeikk, from 
The Triumph of the Eucharist tapestry series, circa 1625, Oil on canvas, 175 
1/4x224 3/4 inches. 
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These plans had to change, however, for three cables from Ringling to Bohler — each shorter 
and sadder than the preceding one — followed* In the first, on May 18, 1929, Ringling cites 
unspecified "matters" delaying his departure. On June 7, he reveals that Mable is gravely ill: 

^account of mable being very seriously ill it is impossible for me at this time to make 
any plans about going to em ope i hope you will not let any delay on my part 
interfere with any ofyourpla?2s luck to you both -John + 

On the following day, this laconic notice went out: 

== mable passed away at eight oclock this morning -John + 

That Ringling cabled the Rohlers on the very day of Mable's death is strong evidence of his closeness 
to them at this time. 

Their response to his tragic news is not preserved, but Ringlings reply to them at the Ritz in 
London makes clear that it touched him: "DeaT lulu and regina your wonderful cablegram meant 
more to me than any of the hundreds of messages I received coming as it did from you my nearest and 
dearest friends/ 45 They now resolved that the museum would open as a memorial to Mable, and 
Ringling seemed to console his grief by throwing himself into his collecting. Before the end of the 
month, he cabled Bohler: "Sailing tonight on aquitania stop at christies friday there are some large 
pictures that I thought might go for cheap." 16 

This was Christie's sale of the Princess Paley collection on June 21, 1929, but in the event 
Ringling bought nothing. 17 However, a week later at the sale of the Comtesse de Behague collection, 
he made several purchases, including the "Rembrandt/ 1 Descent from the Cross , for $7,800 (pi. 17). 18 
Bohler was not with him at the time, but the dealer promptly cabled his boss at the Savoy Hotel in 
London: "Congratulate you this was a glorious day awfully tickled you bought Rembrandt because it 
really might be one stop/' 19 
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Ringling remained m London for the major sale of the Ear] of Yar borough's collection. 
There, he indulged in what would be his last major splurge of buying. He cabled Bohler the names 
and prices of his purchases and ended: "for a little sport i purchase the so called rembrandt old lady 
for five hundred guineas leaving Saturday for hotel meurice pans love to both = ringling +" 20 While 
Ringling stayed on in London, Bohler arranged for the Rembrandt expert Cornells Hofstedc de 
Groot to examine the "Deposition" painting from the Comtesse de Behague sale, Hofstede de Groot 
thought it authentic. The work is now attributed to the studio of Rembrandt, but at the time 
"everybody tremendously excited am so happy you own now one of Rembrandt's masterpieces stop 1 
was right after all. * 

This happy moment in the summer of 1929 can now be seen as the apogee of the 
relationship between Ringling and Bohler. The impending Depression would exact a toll on both 
their collecting activities and their personal friendship. Thus we pass to the second phase of the 
Ringling-Bohler correspondence, in which the focus begins to shift from news of exciting acquisitions 
to more mundane financial matters and in which a marked cooling of affection eventually became 
perceptible. In September, Ringling's return to Europe was delayed by what he called "the big circus 
dear — his attempt to gain control of the rival American Circus Corporation. 2 - 3 The stock market 
crash later in the year would turn this deal into a terrible financial burden from which he would never 
escape. On September 9, though, Bohler could still cable him in New York to "congratulate you on 
your big deal am so happy it came through and hope it will be a very big success." 33 

In the same missive Bohler also discusses what, along with the museum catalogue, was to 
become the chief concern of the remaining years of his work with Ringling. This was the status of 
two paintings originally acquired as part of the enormous Emile Gavet collection. (The full history of 
this collection is analyzed by Deborah Krohn in her contribution to this volume.) 

The painting in question was a double-sided altar wing — one of the earliest known works 
by the Swiss master Nkklaus Manuel Deutsch. One side depicted St. Eligius in his goldsmith's 
workshop and the other, the meeting of Anna and Joachim at the Golden Gate. 24 For some reason, 
perhaps because this was a significant example of early German-Swiss art that could be reunited with 
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the other existing double sided panel, Ringling was intent on selling or trading this major masterpiece, 
rather than preserving it in his museum. Their first hope was to trade it for works in the collection of 
the German Crown Prince, Several trades were discussed through the Prince's agent but came to 
nothing. Bohler then contacted the Swiss government, which — after protracted negotiations that are 
tracked in the correspondence — eventually purchased the paneL 

Bohler and Ringling continued to exchange information about the auction sales on both sides 
of the ocean. Ringling attended the 1930 sale of Mrs. H.O. Havemeyers collection in New York and 
bought a Goya and a Veronese he had unsuccessfully bid on at the first Holford sale three years 

earlier, "Glad you bought Goya and Veronese both 
fine/ 1 cabled Bohler. 

In May, Ringling cabled that he would "probably 
be delayed a little bit in sailing this year on account 
of rather big deal." 36 This was undoubtedly 
Ringling s purchase for two million dollars of his 
few remaining circus rivals. 27 Bohler, however, 
responded with friendly chastisement: 'wish you 
would come all the same business is not everything 
health ought to come first and you need the cure/* 28 
Ringling crossed over to Europe, hoping to meet 




Figure 22. Souvenir photograph of R. M.S. Atjiiirama. 
Photograph; Corhis - Bcttmann. 



Bohler in Paris. As it turned out, the two men were not able to get together before Ringling had to 
sail back on the R.M,S. Aquitania in July. 29 After his return to America, Ringling focused on the 
catalogue and the Museum. He had opened the art galleries to the public for one day at the end of 
March, but he needed a catalogue of the collection for a proper formal opening. Having finally 
received the photographs taken by V, Sakayan, Bohler reported that most of them were not of 
satisfactory quality for reproduction. According to Ringling, the request that they be reshot caused 
the touchy photographer to threaten a lawsuit, 30 Despite this difficulty, Ringling was eager to open 
the museum in January of 1931. By this time, Bohler candidly doubted a catalogue of adequate 
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quality could be completed by then. To Ringling s request that he come to Sarasota in November, 
Bohlcr countered with an early January departure date and proposed a "provisional finely illustrated 
catalogue." 11 Unhappy, Ringling cabled: "terribly disappointed as i figured wc could have catalogue 
and everything ready to open in January." 52 

After New Years, Ringling — who had in the interim married Emily Haag Buck — was 
even more insistent: "Please send at once any material for catalogue so can get this started 
immediately.* 3 Bohlcr responded with a long letter. After congratulating Ringling again on his new 
marriage, Bohlcr cited three reasons for his and Rcginas delay in leaving Europe. First, business had 
been poor, and his father had opposed his going to the States, where business seemed likely to be even 
poorer. Second, he and Rcgina were building a new house and had been engrossed in construction 
details. Finally, he had been trying to close the sale of the Deutsch panel to the Swiss government. 

Bohler then broached the issue of the catalogue: "Now comes the most ticklish question of 
all and one in which I am afraid you do not agree with me. You know I mean the catalogue." The 
dealer had by this time realized that rushing a poor catalogue into publication would not help the 
museum hut would certainly damage his own credibility. He asked Ringling to be patient, arguing 
that "if wc want to make a scientific catalogue we must take the time necessary for it," Bohler had 
consulted the experts about publication times, and the news was not good. New catalogues by 
Friedlandcr and Hermann Vbss in Berlin "took an average of three to tour years. 1 * 

Bnbler went on to say that Voss, who was lecturing at the An Institute of Chicago in March, 
promised to meet him in Sarasota to look at the collection, and he asked Ringling to pay his fare and 
show him hospitality. Since the catalogue would not be ready for the museum opening, Bohlcr 
proposed two temporary publications in its stead: a short catalogue, without reproductions, listing the 
collections holdings and a second publication consisting only of reproductions of 75 of Ringlings 
paintings. "Please, John," wrote Bohler, "let me have my way in this."* 4 

Ringling did not really like the idea of the reduced catalogue, and there was a last minute 
rush to produce the larger version. The poor quality of many of the photographs, however, was again 
the sticking point. Cables went back and forth, Ringling prodding and Bohler pleading, but the 
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catalogue wasn't coming together. Ringling was forced to push the date of the formal opening back 
into February as he waited impatiently for Bohler 's arrival in Sarasota. 

Bohler, however, finally had to admit that he would not be at the opening: "Hear you open 
Museum this week heartiest congratulations sure it will be great success stop cannot get away, , ♦ am 
terribly disappointed/* 35 Ringling responded that he too was "terribly disappointed you canr come no 
date set for opening however. Will open in about two weeks without catalogue will advise dates 
later." 36 As it turned out, Ringling opened the Museum for just a week in March. It did not formally 
open to the public until nearly a year later* on January 17, 1932* 

More anxious cables and nlghtlettcrs were exchanged before Bohler's compromise catalogue 
finally arrived in Sarasota, The catalogue Ringling received is lost, but the new trove of material 
includes various lists of the collection and several stages of catalogue drafts. The number of entries 
varies from 182 to 336, and what appears to be a final draft lists 281 works. Although these are not 
arranged in alphabetical or chronological order, one list is broken down by schools and shows a logical 
division of the works into Early Italian, Late Italian, German and Flemish Primitives, Flemish, 
Dutch, English, French, Spanish, and Modern- The last category, the most unexpected, consists 
primarily of nineteenth century works by Alfred Stevens, Joseph Israels, Ferdinand Roybct, Constant 
Troyon, Rosa Bonheur, and a little known American artist Carl von Marr. 

The format of the catalogue was to provide for each painting a rather chatty artist's 
biography, a description of the work and subject depicted, references to publications and an 
abbreviated provenance. The latter included neither auctions nor the dealers — such as Bohler 
himself — who had acted as intermediaries in supplying works to Ringling. Also lacking was the 
discussion of attribution and dating that has become standard in modern collections catalogues. Still, 
it was for the time an extremely detailed and serious undertaking. If published, it would have been a 
model of its kind tar in advance of most other American museums. 

Meanwhile, negotiations over the Deutsch panel were continuing. Bohler now had an offer 
of 300,000 francs from the Swiss government, 38 He invited Ringling to vacation with him in 
Carlsbad in the summer: "I am sure it is going to do you a lot of good." Ringling cabled back that he 
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expected to sail in June and "could go directly to Carlsbad/' 39 By then, however, Bohler had to 
change his plans and was too busy to holiday in Carlsbad. 40 The rwo tried to meet in Berlin, Paris, 
and London, but oddly could never connect. Finally, on July 7, Bohler wrote to Ringling in London 
that he "hopes you will have a good crossing and to see you in Sarasota beginning November/' 41 

The attempted sale of the Deutseh panel dominates the correspondence for the rest of 1931. 
By this time, the Swiss had lowered their offer to 200,000 francs. 
Bohler nevertheless urged Ringling to take it Ringling, having hoped 
to get 300,000 or at least 250,000 francs, was at first unwilling to 
accept. But he grudgingly gave in to Bohler s advice - — on the 
condition that the Swiss would "close the deal immediately." 42 That 
was not possible, Bohler cabled back, since the purchase still 
depended on a vote of approval by the Swiss government. 43 Ringling 
then got anxious and sent Bohler a cable asking for their payment. 44 
He followed this with another a few days later, since he was eager to 
know their answer "for financial reasons." 411 Bohler s reply could not 
have pleased him: on 'account of times Bern people have difficulties" 
and would not make a decision until November. For the same reason, 
Bohler continued, he himself would not come over in the fall. 46 

Meanwhile the global financial crisis continued to worsen. 
A tone of increasing anxiety and hints of doom creeped more and 
more into the correspondence. Not only would he be prevented from 
traveling to Sarasota, Bohler explained in a long letter, but bad times required him to prepare 
Ringlings account for the previous rwo years and ask for immediate payment. 47 It was at this time 
that Ringlings illness first developed. 48 

By March, 1932, Bohler had learned that Ringling was not well and sent a wish for his 
speedy recovery. He also congratulated Ringling on the new Art School and was pleased to have seen 
Ringlings three Rembrandts reproduced in the new monograph by Wilhelm Valentiner. But there is 
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also bad news about the Deutsch panel. The Swiss offer was apparently a package combining 
government and corporate funds. But the financial crisis had forced a Bern corporation to withdraw 
its commitment, putting the whole offer in jeopardy. Finally Bohler included his own bill, for the 
second time: "I need the money quite badly" 49 

Nearly six months went by before Ringling responded with a curt and rather sarcastic cable 
hinting at his own perilous state: "is there anything from the swiss would come in handy at this 
time," Bohler's letter dated the following day was not really a direct answer, and he seems to have 
been unaware of Ringlings serious illness and financial straits, In any case, he could offer no relief, 
for, as he relayed, the Swiss had dropped their offer to 150,000 francs and then again to 110,000. At 
that point; Bohler had broken off the negotiations. "I thought it was the only way to deal with these 
people," he wrote to Ringling, "and I hope you agree with me/ 1 Bohler ended with yet another request 
for payment.^ 1 

In November of 1933, Ringling, hounded by creditors, had to write to Bohler for an 
evaluation of the collection: 

piease cable me actual value of my art collections also present sales value stop they are 
not for sale hut want this statement as high a figure as possible to establish my credit 
love regina and you = ringling + 52 

Bohler cabled back his estimate of $4 million, 53 Bohler himself was hurt by the Depression, and in 
his next letter to Ringling he reported that he and Regina were forced to give up their house. On the 
Deutsch panel, Bohler advises Ringling to let him approach the Swiss with a figure of $35,000, In 
view of the situation, nothing higher would have been realistic, "Don't take too long," he cautioned 
Ringling, "because it might get too late/' 54 

The correspondence resumes, after another long gap, in July of 1935, when Ringling sent 
Bohler a final letter. Obviously frustrated, Ringling asks his dealer: 
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if there me any pictures in my cotiecfion which you think you could sell in Europe as 
if would be a great advantage to me if I could sell a few hundred thousand worth of 
my futures now and buy examples by the same artists had a little later when lam 
ail straightened out. * * 

Fortunately for the collection, Bohler did not act on Ringlings request. In what appears to be his last 
letter to Ringling, he reports on August 1, 1936, that *wc instructed our bank to remit to you in 
Sarasota 128,775 being frill payment for the 2 pictures by Nic. Manuel Deutsch. , . . With this 
payment your debts to us and ours to you are wiped out.' 56 On this balanced and rather impersonal 
note the remarkable saga of the German dealer and the American collector came to an end. Ringling 
died in December of the same year, but his and Bohler s joint achievement lives on in Sarasota, 
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In and Out or trie Auction House 

Collector to Connoisseur 

by K. Lee De Groft 



Rarely does a man arise upon a certain morning and announce abruptly, over his 
breakfast coffee, 'Today I shall begin a collection!'*.. For the processes leading up to the 
birth of a collector are often sl&w and inconspicuous. 1 



"Inconspicuous" perfectly describes John Ringlings development as a collector and also his 
later acquisition style. Ringlings emergence as an aesthete took place over a quarter of a decade. 
During that time, he studied priced catalogues, analyzed provenance and attributions and established 
n strong relationship with a reputable and expert dealer. Although essentially self-taught, he followed 
most of the established rules for aspiring American collectors of the early twentieth century. 

Successful American museums that developed during this time were in general formed 
according to the master plan of a collector or founder. The time span between the conception of the 
Ringling Museum and its opening was a mere seven years. Yet the quality and character of its 
collection does not indicate a hasty accumulation. In fact, Ringling set about making himself into a 
connoisseur long before he revealed his dream of a Sarasota art museum. Once committed to that 
dream, he brought diligence, strategy and financial resources to bear in order to build the major art 
collection now associated with his name, 

Ringlings interest in the fine and decorative arts goes back to the early years of the 
twentieth century, when he first began to frequent auctions and estate sales. Research indicates that 
there was at least one accumulation of artworks predating the Museum collection. Ringling was 
apparently unsatisfied with the result, however, and sold the lot. 2 The contents and location of this 
initial effort are unknown. We do know, though, that Ringling bought primarily at auction. The 
refinement of his taste through the correction of past mistakes can thus to some extent be tracked 
through early sales catalogues. 



Note: The author was assisted by Deborah Walk and Jan Silbcmein in the research and production of this essay. 
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Education through Catalogues 

John was not going to undertake [the Museum] without gathering as much 

knowledge as f&uihie and actually within a very short time hi became quite a good 

connoisseur 

...books. ..Catalogues! Museum visits... 3 



One of the first pieces of advice given to would-be collectors is to study auction catalogues, 
John Ringling certainly followed this suggestion. He conscientiously pored over hU vast collection of 
pamphlets, brochures and catalogues, diligently recording prices and making notes. In this, he fit the 
classic mold of the collector. One satire from the period humorously observes that the consummate 
collector spends so much time studying prices and provenance that he loses sight of the art and ends 
up as a passionate collector of art catalogues. 4 

Ringling received catalogues from the major New York and London auction houses. The 
bulk arc from major auction houses such as the American Art Association and the Anderson Gallery 
in New York and Christie's and Sotheby's in London. But small auction houses and several German 
galleries arc also represented. The John Ringling Papers contain over seven hundred auction 
catalogues from 1866 to 1936, Seventy-one of them bear hand-written markings by Ringling or his 
wife Mable. Ringling also made a point of requesting and paying for "priced 1 * copies of catalogues. 
Supplied by the auction houses following major sales, these contained purchase amounts! and the 
names of buyers. When priced catalogues were not available, Ringling created his own. Julius W. 
Bohler, the German dealer through whom Ringling acquired the bulk of his works, claimed Ringling 
spent his spare time scrutinizing these sale records and memorizing pertinent derails. Anecdotes 
abound of Ringling s ability to astound other collectors and dealers by reeling off the provenance and 
prices of works in their possession. 
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hclucation through Auction 

He goes to auctions oj paintings; he sits in corners unnoticed occasionally he hids y 
more often bids are made for him; when the auctions close he is immediately as 
completely gone as a forgotten though ■/, with none to say when or which way he 
went 

— June 1% 1928> Sarasota Herald, on John Ringling* 

If Ringling used the auction house as a kind of classroom and miction catalogues as his 
textbooks, he also, like many self-made men of the period, held his cards close to the vest. While 
some of his high-profile acquisitions — such as his purchases from the 1926 sale of the Astor 
mansion in New York — were of a flamboyance befitting a circus king, his presence and buying 
strategies were more frequently subtle and discreet. 

Ringling did not reveal his museum plans to Bohler until 1924 or 1925, roughly a year after 
they first met. By that time, Ringling had been attending auctions for many years. A 1928 interview 
reported that Ringling had been collecting art for twenty- five years, which would date his first 
acquisitions to around 1903 when Ringling was in his late 30s. In Mable Burton, whom he married 
in 1905, Ringling found a mate with whom he could share his growing fascination with art. The 
newlyweds kept two homes — a summer place in Alpine, New Jersey and an apartment on Fifth 
Avenue. In 1911 they added the Palms Ely si an house in Sarasota, 

John and Mable furnished these homes themselves, through purchases at auctions. 6 Most of 
the offerings in these estate disposals were household items such as lace curtains, hooked rugs and 
kitchen tiles. The grand houses frequently contained Old Master paintings and other works of fine 
art, however, and the exposure to art collections at auctions such as the 1916 Davanzati Palace sale in 
New York seems to have stimulated the Ringlings 1 interest in and desire for higher works of art. 

This sale is of special interest; The Davanzati was a Florentine Renaissance villa and was 
very similar in style to the Ringling s later residence* Ca d'Zan. From majolica, Italian textiles and 
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iron work to sixteenth and seventeenth century Italian paintings* the Davanzati collection, in many 
ways, foreshadowed the furnishing of the Ringlings own palace, Sercndipitously, a painting Ringling 
saw at this 1916 sale was one he ultimately purchased almost fifteen years later. The piece* RatTcllo 
Gualtcrotti s t Giuoco del Calcic — Piazza Santa Croee or more familiarly referred to as "Football in 
Florence," was for sale again in 1931, whereupon Ringling promptly bought it. If the stories 
concerning Ringlings prodigous memory are even partially true, he no doubt recalled the first time he 
and Mable saw the work years before. 

A comparison of catalogues from this period to those alter 1924 points to Ringlings growing 
seriousness and sophistication. The tone of his earlier margin notations is casual and social — thev 
typically indicate which room of which house would recei%*e the object in question, where to ship the 
piece and even when to get lunch. Around 1921, however, a noticeable shift becomes visible. 

The change follows a 1920 sale Ringling attended in New York, at which he may have 
bought three paintings. Ringlings copy of the catalogue, Sale of Furnishings and Early American and 
British Portrait*, contains prices tor virtually every item/ Compared to the works he later collected for 
the Museum under BohlcrV guidance, those Ringling flagged at this sale seem atypical. Among them 
were three landscapes by American painter Thomas Doughty, a depiction of the signers of the 
Declaration of Independence in a set of fifty-four oil portraits and an Audubon bird scene. None of 
these is in keeping with his hirer collection, 

Sc% r cral prices in Ringlings copy of the catalogue arc circled, possibly indiotm^ that he 
purchased them, Ringlings typical practice in later years was to record a bidding price next to items 
which interested him. He then circled those he bought arid adjusted the prices when a discrepancy 
existed. In the catalogue to this 1920 sale, he circled and corrected the prices next to the following 
three works: John Cole* Jr. s Portrait of a Man^ $1 1 1; Alvan Fishers River Landscape wifb Horseman, 
165; and John Vanderlyns Portrait of' a A fan, $60. The purchases cannot be verified as Ringlings, 
however, since the records from this sale only identify the purchasers of major pieces and do not 
include those mentioned above. 

The quality and even the authenticity of many pieces in the sale were rather severely called 
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inro question by Art News. The article — censoriously called "Lessons from a Sale" — charged that 
the works were on the whole inferior in quality and often did not well represent the artists in 
question. The article advised against relying on supposed experts or agents and exhorted collectors to 
increase their own knowledge of art and collecting. It closed with a warning to fledgling and would- 
be American collectors to be wary of collecting "names* without questioning quality. It seems 
Ringiing, a subscriber to Art News, took the advice to heart, for soon after the publication of the 
critical article, his catalogue notations become more skeptical and circumspect* Ringiing was 
maturing as a collector and he even later noted that his own viewpoints and tastes were developing 
during this early time. 

Education Lnrous'li Association 

The friendships Ringiing formed at this time with other connoisseurs also contributed to his 
growing sophistication and influenced the direction of his tastes. It has been said that there were tew 
"responsible and competent experts and advisers* to guide and mentor beginning American 
collectors. 9 Ambitious Americans would have needed to make European connections. Ringiing did 
just that, employing agents in major and lesser galleries. More significantly, he sought out the counsel 
and friendship of learned men, namely the German dealer Bohler and the private collector Albert 
Keller. 

Bohler s influence on Ringiing has been widely noted, {see Eric Zafran's essay on their 
correspondence in these pages) Keller, however, was the man who first brought Ringiing and Bohler 
together. A business associate of Ringiing s and a friend of Bohler s, Keller was then the manager of 
the Ritz Carlton in New York. As early as 1920, Ringiing was considering building another Ritz 
Carlton in Sarasota. According to Weeks, Ringiing brought Keller down to Florida around 1921 to 
get his input on a location for a hotel (fig. 24). Socially, John and Mable were "frequent guests'* at the 
KeDer apartment during 1922 and 1923. Ringiing may have acquired some of his new-found interest 
in Baroque and Old Master paintings from Keller, who owned works by Peter Paul Rubens, Fra 
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Ki^ure 24. Photograph of (from left) John Kindling, MaMc Ringling* rwo 
unidentified women and .Albert Keller, circa 1925. 



Angelica and Rembrandt. 10 

Bohler initially worked through Rcinhardt 
Galleries in New York. Later he followed the 
practice of many European dealers and established a 
branch of his own firm in the art-mad city. Along 
with his partner and brother-in-law Fritz 
Stct rim ever, Bohler opened an office in Suite 728 of 
the Ritz Carlton around 1928. Bohler s financial records reveal that Keller worked In some capacity in 
the acquisition of pieces. A 1927 invoice listed the following three works as "sold to Ringling;* 
Bernardino Lieinio s Family Groups Lucas Cranachs Cardinal Albrtcbf as St Hieronymom r and Sir 
Henry Raeburn s Portrait of Elizabeth and Georgiana Raey. The invoice also says "Albert Keller has as 
a commission from the Ringling sales, kept a Riccio bronze valued at 8550 and a small sculpture by de 
Vbis valued at 1300. w11 It is unclear what works comprised this "Ringling sale," but it is quite obvious 
that Keller had an early and continuing involvement in the acquisition of works for Ringling s 
collection. In 1929, Keller attended the Spitzer sale in New York and bid on items for Ringling and 
Bohler. This association between the three men was fairly well known among the auction houses and 
shipping agents. Also, paintings which arrived in New York in Ringling s absence were routinely sent 
to Keller at the Ritz Carlton for safe keeping. 

Both Keller and Bohler became Ringling s friends as well as business associates, and the men 
often combined business trips with pleasure. Mable Ringling, Regina Bohler, and Clara Keller, 
frequently joined their husbands on excursions ui America and abroad. The couples traveled the 
great steamships of the time — the Aquitania, the Bremen, the Leviathan and the Mauretania (fig. 
25) — oltcn with newly acquired works of art on board. Ringling named Keller and Bohler to the 
board of directors of the Art museum in 1928. In addition, Bohler became the museums first curator. 
Other museum directors named by Ringling included leading German scholar and curator Max 
Friedlander, art historian and curator August Mayer, famed British dealer Sir Joseph Duvecn and 
renowned Venetian painting expert Detlev Baron von Hadeln, 12 These positions were merely titular, 



IN AND 01 T Ol : THE AUCTION HOUSE 



61 



however, and there is no evidence that the Board of Directors ever met in any official capacity during 
John Ringling's lifetime. 

Aside from Bohler and Keller, none of the other directors played an active a role in the 
formation of the Museum. But they did occasionally exert influence on Ringling's decisions. Duveen, 
for example, was the source for several of the finest pieces in the Ringling collection, including 
Thomas Gainsborough s Portrait of General Philip Honywood (the largest known work by the artist) 

and Joshua Reynolds' Portrait of the Marquis of 
Granhy (pL 18). Ringling and Duveen were 
businessmen first and foremost, and it is unclear 
who was cultivating whom. Duvccn obviously 
recognized Ringling as a potentially valuable 
customer, and for his part Ringling realized that 
association with the Duveen name would benefit 
him and the Museum. 

As for Baron von Hadeln, Ringling was familiar 
with his published works on the Venetian masters 
and owned several of his books on late Renaissance 
Italian painting. Ringling apparently sought I ladclns opinion, for several of Ringling's auction 
catalogues bear inscriptions noting Hadelns suggestions. Ringling did not, however, always heed that 
advice. Next to a catalogue entry tor a work by Bellini, Ringling wrote: "Hadeln said to buy it but?" 1 * 
Whatever his reservation concerning the work was, it was sufficient to dissuade him from acquiring it. 
No longer a mere novice, Ringling was depending more on his own knowledge and intuition. 

An American Collector in King Edward's Court 

A quiet-looking man at Christies sale room yesterday caught the eye of the auctioneer, 
raised his eyebrows, and gave the slightest possible inclination of his head, Suppressed 
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excitement filled the room, which was crowded with art lover* and dealers from all 
ever the world The auctioneers teen glance swept the room as he raised bis right 
arm and held it poised for a moment in the am Then the hammer Jell The tension 
of the audience ended in a gasp of relief, followed by hearty appiame, t4 

The auction bouses of the 1920s and 1930s were a uniquely exciting arena. Some of the 
most important sales took place in England. Indeed, by the 1920s a vast quantity of art from old 
British collections was moving across the Atlantic This was due to recent legislation passed by 
Parliament that allowed distressed British landowners to dispose of their properties and collections, 
combined with a new exemption in the U.S. on import taxes on art purchases* The unique situation 
— which collectors such as J.R Morgan, William Randolph Hearst and George Blumenthal moved 
quickly to take advantage of — happened to coincide exactly with the high point of Ringling s 
personal fortune. Wittingly or not, this was the time Ringling began collecting in earnest. 

In general the "American collector" was not much esteemed in Great Britain or on the 
continent. Friedliindcr in particular decried the American practice of "buying artists' names instead of 
pictures,*,and paying substantial sums for certificates of authenticity," 15 The idea prevailed that 
American collci r..rs were being "swindled" by buying fake paintings with fake certificates. According 
to one art dealer of the time "Americans have bought within a short period $10 million's worth of 
pictures whose certifications arc indefensible." 16 There is record of only a handful of certificates of 
authenticity purchased by Ringling. Among them is one from Dr. Hermann Voss, of the Kaiser 
Friederich Museum in Berlin, confirming a Giovanni Battista Piazzetta, 

Frequent articles and even speeches in Parliament lamented the loss of Britain s art treasures 
to Americans, and vague "an ti -Yankee** sentiment is evident in auction accounts from the period. 
The few times Christies mentioned Ringling in their season catalogues, it was always as "the Modern 
Bamum." On each occasion the auctioneers claimed, perhaps rightly, that he delighted in the 
appellation. The 1931 account of the auction season, however, doses with 2 more deferential 
description, "Mr. Ringling also put in a welcome appearance. .he is astute enough to haw many good 
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pictures to exhibit to the American public/' says the auction house. 17 One assumes that the roughly 
half a million pounds Ringling spent at Christie's by this time accounts for his warm "welcome." 

The discomfort with American collectors sometimes displayed by the British and Germans 
paled, however, before the disdain openly expressed by French connoisseurs. Their general attitude is 
summed up by international art dealer Rene Gimpel, who writes in his diary: "I often reproach myself 
with not having noted down descriptions of American collectors, but I declare I have nothing to say 
about them, as they have so little personality. They show you all their pictures like rich children 
showing off their toys." 18 Gimpel wrote this in March of 1929, at the height of the American influx 
into Europe and Great Britain. As for Gimpel's opinion of Ringling, he mentions him only once in 
passing as "the one-time clown." Perhaps the continental attitude expressed here is one reason 
Ringling preferred to limit his purchases of paintings abroad to Great Britain and Germany 

The lack of American interest in Italian art was also noted, 19 After the turn of the century, 
however, many American collectors — among them Samuel Kress, Henry C. Frick, Isabella Stewart 
Gardner and Henry Walters — were actively acquiring Italian art. Ringling himself bought works by 
Jacopo and Giovanni Bellini, Luini, Carpaccio, Giovanni Battista Moroni, and Francesco Guardi. 
The high point of his Italian acquisitions was certainly the 1927 Holford sale at Christies in London, 

'Virgins, Saints, ana Martyrs" 

The sale of the Holford Italian paintings was a cultural event in itself. Bohler excitedly wrote 
Ringling with the news of the impending sale, exclaiming: "It is the Holford collection that is going 
to be soldi This is very important, a very rare occasion.. .there arc a lot of fine things just for us which 
ought not to fetch much.™ 20 The sale represented one of the last great house collections and is still 
considered by Christie's to be a marker in its history Some of the prices attained were considered 
"abnormal," and the total sale realized nearly £156,000- Lorenzo Lottos Lucrgfia sold for a staggering 
£23,000 — the highest price attained for a single piece at the sale. Several other works sold for over 
£10,000. But these high points aside, most of the works were relatively inexpensive* 
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making it the most expensive acquired by Ringling at the sale, 

Ringling had his own opinions of certain pieces and questioned the attribution of a work by 
an unknown artist, listed only as "Venetian School." Next to this picture, entitled The Muse of 
Painting, he wrote "Veronese," and a price of $150(1 Though Bohler was prepared to bid up to that 
price, the painting went to the London art dealer Thomas Agnew. Ringling's curiosity seemed piqued 
by this possibly mis -attributed Veronese, He did not, however, express an interest in the Diana and 
Acteon by Veronese. The piece did catch Borders eye, and he wrote a note to "buy if possible cheap 
for £1000." He made a similar notation next to two other Veroneses in the sale, though Ringling had 
not marked either of them. Each of the three Veroneses sold for well over Bohler s proposed bids for 
the works. 

There was one work in the sale, however, that did later prove to be by Veronese. For a life 
sized portrait by Girolamo Romanino, Ringling indicated a top price of £10,000 in his catalogue, 
while Bohler prepared to bid on Ringlings behalf in the range of £1200 ($6000). At some point 
Bohler noted, "you can go much higher..." The piece went to a dealer named Coureau, who had 
purchased several Egyptian antiquities on behalf of Ringling the year before, The work reappeared on 
the market in 1930, whereupon Ringling purchased it as a Veronese. He clearly remembered its 
earlier attribution when he cabled the news of his purchase to Bohlen "Purchased fifty- five hundred 
Veronese fife sized portrait bearded man with dog which was in first Holford sale as Romanino..,/' 
crowed Ringling. 21 Prepared to pay $10,000 three years earlier for the same piece as a Romanino, 
Ringling got the painting for only slightly more than half that. 

The use of agents at auction was, of course, a strategy to conceal Ringling's identity as the 
real bidder. Bohler's correspondence indicates that by 1928 his relationship with Ringling was no 
secret. And in any case Ringling announced Borders official affiliation with the Museum in that year. 
But no automatic association existed between Ringling and the dealers Newton, Martin and 
Goldshmidt. While Martin was associated with Christie s, the others were private dealers. 
Apparently, they did not add a commission to the auction prices, indicating that Ringling probably 
paid them a flat rate for their services as bidders. Without doubt, the strategy enabled Ringling to 
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buy works discreetly, and it probably saved him a significant amount of mono', Ringiing s focus on 
prices must also be understood as simply an extension of his deal-making personality. 

Out of trie Auction Mouse 

Aside from some noteworthy exceptions, Ringiing acquired most of his collection at auction- 
In a few instances, he located works himself, decided to buy them and then brought Bohler in to act 
for him. Curiously, some of the most well known pieces in the collection arc those Ringiing bought 
on his own. 

Among them were the four Rubens tapestry cartoons — the showpieces of the Ringiing 
Museum. Originally a pan of the Duke of Westminsters 1922 auction sale, the cartoons had failed to 
meet their reserve prices. 22 Undeterred by the enormous size of the works, Ringiing tracked them 
down and later directed hib architect to design a Museum where they would be the first works to greet 
the visitor. Though he thought the purchase price too high, Bohler closed the deal on Ringlings 
behalf, 

A certain degree of mystery surrounds Ringlings purchase of the Fran/ 1 Lils portrait of 
Pietcr Jacobs*/. Olycan {pi 19). Bohler himself recalled that the picture hung in an English country 
house and was purchased for £20,000. When Dutch expert Cornells Hofstcdc dc Groot was taken 
OUt to the house to authenticate the piece, he was kept ignorant of where he was going or to whom 
the painting belonged. Soon after, the painting showed up in the possession of A. Rcyrc, a picture 
dealer in London, While it was assumed that the painting was somehow acquired by Ringiing later, 
recent research reveals that the Ringiing Museum was its destination all along. The Bohler papers 
indicate the painting was bought from a Major Bretherton, at whose country estate Hofstede de 
Groot had seen it Its brief stay at the Reyre Gallery was but one stop on its way to Sarasota, and 
records show that Ringiing paid commissions to Rem at the time the Hals was purchased. 
Furthermore, registration records include a photograph of the Picter Jacobsz, Olycan with a 
handwritten note from Bohler reading: "This portrait is for sale in England, for me one of the finest 
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portraits by Hals. ..one of the strongest, and expressing a wonderful type of man. 11 Works by Hals 
were much sought after at this time. Shortly after Ringling bought the Olyean portrait, Duvcen, who 
had paid £30,000 for a Hals in 1907 t unsuccessfully tried to buy it for $300,000* Thus, the 1926 
purchase was a coup for Ringling and Bohler. 



''The oi^er the picture the smaller the price/ 



23 



Some misconceptions regarding Ringlings collecting style should be compared to auction 
house accounts of the day The size, scale and theme of many works Ringling collected have at times 
led to the idea that by buying "big" he was buying what was cheapest and showiest. The sale of the 
large Rosa Bonheur canvas Labourages Nivtmais is mentioned twice in Christie's 1929 season 
catalogue for the low price it fetched. This immense piece — it now occupies a whole wall in the 
Museum — had sold in 1884 for £410, Mitchell, the dealer from whom Ringling bought the piece, 
had paid a mere 46 guineas — roughly ten percent of the previous price. The auctioneers ascribed the 
dramatic drop in market value not only to changes in taste and fashion bur to the fact that "few people 
have space for pictures of many square feet in dimension." 24 

The circumstances regarding Ringlings purchase, sometime between 1920 and 1931, of Jan 
Davidsz. de Heeius large Still Life with Parrots are still unknown (pi. 20). The masterwork has 
become a signature piece at the Ringling Museum, yet some considered de Heem unfashionable 
during Ringling's time. "Only very few people in this country want pictures of 'grub 1 hanging over 
their sideboards today,* sniffed one British dealer, 25 The low prices paid for de Heem paintings 
during this period reflected their unpopularity. Most sold for under one hundred pounds. One large 
still life, similar in composition to the one in the Ringling collection, however, sold for £777 — nearly 
$4000 — in 1929, 

The determination that works were "big" was relative. In a season catalogue from the times, 
Christie's claimed that a canvas of 5 1/2 by 4 1/2 feet was "far too much for the ordinary house and 
prohibitive to a flat/' 26 Some of the criticism leveled against Ringling for his taste for big paintings, 
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Figure 26. The second Holford Sale, at Christies in London, May 15, 1928, 
John Ringling is identifiable to the right of auctioneer's podium. Julius 
B ohlcr may be to the left of podium. 



though, may have stemmed from confusion about 

his aims, Again> his plan to build a museum was 

generally eclipsed by his big-top reputation, and 

some evidently assumed his large paintings were for 

strictly private consumption. In fact, the immense 

scale of the pieces Ringling purchased could only 

have been accommodated in America by buildings especially constructed for them — buildings like 

the one John Phillips designed for the Ringling Museum, Ringling, in fact, did have one champion in 

the esteemed director of the Kaiser Friederich Museum, Wilhclm von Bode. In a letter to Bohler in 

the Ringling Museum Archives, Bode expressed praise for Ringling who, "does not share a silly 

prejudice other Americans have-,. he does not object to large pictures." 

The size versus quality issue was not raised at all when Ringling acquired rhe portrait of 
Philip IV by Don Diego de Silva y Velasquez (pi. 21). Ringling acquired this treasure at the second 
Holford sale in May of 1928. 27 A photograph of the sale in progress shows Ringling's usual 
inscrutable visage, unaware perhaps of the picture having been taken (fig. 26). Bidding was carried 
out by voice, a nod of the head or the blink of an eye. One can more easily imagine Ringling slightly 
inclining his head than bellowing a bid. For the showman's voice was in fact "low pitched, singularly 
soft, smooth as velvet" — hardly the bark of a ringmaster. 2 ** Bohler and Ringling attended this sale 
together, and the photograph shows a man who seems to be Bohler sitting opposite Ringling near the 
auctioneer's rostrum. 

So positioned, the two men could communicate through eye contact or facial expression, yet 
would not have been too obviously recognized as a "team." In the second Holford sale, Ringling did 
personally bid on and buy pieces. Purchasing agents were utilized for eight of the 24 works Ringling 
marked for bidding. This small number may have made the elaborate strategy for concealing 
Ringling's identity deployed in the first Holford sale unnecessary, 

Ringling personally bid on and purchased five paintings in the second Holford sale. Four of 
them sold for quite modest prices. The least expensive was an Andrea Schiavone for £31 IGs, the 
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most expensive, a Poussin for £157 10s, The prize piece for Ringling and for the Museum today was 
the Velasquez Philip IV. At this catalogue entry Ringling marked and circled a price of £3,300 and 
sales records reveal a purchase price of £3,456, 

Ringling and Bohlcr stayed in London after the Holford sale and attended another at 
Sotheby's only a few days later, The next year's summer sales were the pinnacle of the post-war 
auction frenzy in the art world and the high point of John Ringling s personal collecting. The year 
also coincided with sea changes in Ringling s own personal and business life. Due first to business 
commitments and then to the general financial crisis, the funds available for Ringling's collecting 
activities rapidly dried up. He also remarried in 1930, and this second union seems to have had a 
destructive effect on his health, personal and financial circumstances. The number ol artworks he is 
known to have purchased dropped by more than half from 1929 to 1930. It fell to a mere handful in 
1931. 

/ have never known a collector or a dealer <who in his lifetime has given up 
voluntarily the pleasures of art-hunting? 9 

Fewer Ringling auction catalogues exist from 1931 to 1936. Copies from 1935 and 1936 
indicate, however, that Ringling continued to indulge his interest in art — virtually until the eve of his 
death. Repeated attacks of thrombosis in 1933 had partially paralyzed Ringlings right side, and 
despite a slow recovery, his mobility and even speech remained affected until his death. Estranged 
from most of his colleagues and business associates, he used his nephews John and Henry North as his 
business and personal aides. When the annotated catalogues reappear in 1936, they bear inscriptions 
similar to those of earlier years. A few contain what appear to be shorthand notations on the works, 
often followed by exclamation marks. 

It is extremely doubtful that Ringling attended any auctions in 1935 or 1936. His personal 
appearance at the 1935 opening of the Circus in Madison Square Garden was staged by Ringling in 
order to prove that he was not incapacitated. His health and finances seemed to rally briefly in late 
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1935 and early 1936, perhaps tempting him with the hope of purchasing again. A 1935 headline 
from the front page of Every Week in Sarasota County asked: "Has John Ringling Regained Financial 
Power, Circus World:" * The article claimed Ringling was "staging a financial and physical 
comeback." 

Ringling had spent a great deal of energy in a relatively short span of time in order to build a 
major collection. Forced by events to give up **art-huntingr he could still read and mark his 
catalogues. Curiously, a work by Jean Jacques Henner that Ringling noted in a sale catalogue from 
March, 1936, is very similar to one of the first pieces bought by the Museum after Ringling*s death. 
It seems fitting that just as Ringling himself purchased works he saw years earlier as a fledgling 
collector, the Museum he founded added to its store a piece quite like one he saw at the very end of 
his career as a connoisseur. 
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A Collection 

or Baroque Masterpieces 

oy Eric M. Zafran 



Entering the first grand gallery of the John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art and coming 
into the presence of the enormous Rubens tapestry cartoons is an experience unparalleled in 
American museums. Further on, in the large gallery of Italian Baroque paintings, the visitor can not 
help but be struck by the size, the radiant colors and the vivid images of the portraits and religious 
scenes. Their grandiosity and immediacy are the essence of Baroque art, as John Ringling understood 
well. The German dealer Julius Bohler, Ringling's chief advisor and agent during the acquisition of 
the Museum collection! recalled that he and Ringling initially 

bought whatever pictures we thought were good and right in price. . . , and in time 
we conceived the idea of concentrating our energies on buying Baroque pictures. . . . 
We bought a great number of these with the result that today already the Sarasota 
museum is the richest in Baroque paintings in the states J 

Since Bohler wrote these words in the late 1940s, other notable collections of Italian Baroque art 
have been formed in America. 2 Some can perhaps boast greater individual masterpieces, but none 
can rival the Ringling's comprehensive holdings in seventeenth century Italian paintings. 

For a collector intent on quickly creating a major museum* the combination mentioned by 
Bohler was a winning one. Those of Ringling s contemporaries who collected Italian art pursued 
chaste early gold ground panels, works by Renaissance masters like Raphael and Titian or the later 
decorative canvases of the Venetian school* With characteristic boldness, Ringling went his own way 
and had his greatest success with art of the seventeenth century. The artists whose works he rapidly 
acquired between 1924 and 1931 had for the most part fallen from favor. They often came from 
noble English collections. He began with purchases from the 1924 sale of the Duke of Westminster 
collection in London, These were a Sassoferrato Madonna and Child and a Three Marys at the 
Sepulchre attributed to Salvator Rosa, which turned out to be a copy. An authentic and very 
important Rosa from the Westminster collection — then believed to be a self portrait, but now titled 
an Allegory of Study — was acquired for Ringling in 1925. 
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The next major I Lilian Baroque acquisition came in 1926, with the purchase of a great 
portrait then attributed to Maratta but later assigned to Sassorcrrato. The disposal by Christies of the 
renowned Holford collection in two installments — in 1927 and 1928 — was a bonanza for Ringling. 
There, he acquired the core of his Italian Baroque collection — and also some problematic works. In 
the mastcrwork category were a Rosa landscape, two Carlo Dolcis and several by An ni bale Carracci. 
Twn -»t ihete mda arc now bbomi la be bj Domcmoo Entdfo, tIk- Si fit* ?>: tie WiUuimn n now 
ascribed to Francesco Albani, the Susanna and the Elders to Ststo Badalocchio, and a Guercino is now 
assigned to Benedetto Gennan. 

In early 1929, Ringling bought a Cavaliere d'Arpino at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 
sale. Later that year he returned to London for the Earl of Varborough sale. There, Ringling bought 
his one authentic Guercino, the large Annunciation* as well as two Francesco Molas, a Luca Giordano, 
a school of Pietro da Cortona and another Rosa landscape. Two supposed Guido Rcnis were later 
found to be copies by other artists including SiranL This is also the case with two Caravaggios 
purchased by Ringling. 

These last were among works Ringling purchased individually from a variety of sources, 
many still unidentified. In this category arc such Italian Baroque paintings as the Artemesia 
Gcntilcschi St. Cecilia* Onorio Marinari s Martyr Saint r a pair of Marco Ricci landscapes with 
religious scenes, the Luca Giordano Adoration* Pietro Novell! s St. John on Patmos t a Francesco 
Solimena, Massimo Stanzioncs Rest on the Flight and the Andrea Vaccaro St.John the Baptist. Other 
works of distinction bought individually include the Pietro da Cortona Hagar and the Angel (pi. 22), 
acquired from the dealer-scholar Virale Bloch in 1931, and the Luca Giordano Flight into Egypt. 

During the time Ringling was active, there was little first rate Italian Baroque art to be seen 
in America. French writer Rene Brimo, in his thorough 1938 overview of American taste in 
collecting, points out that this may have been due to a strain of artistic Puritanism in this country that 
looked askance at the nudity so often found in religious and mythological subjects of the Italian 
Baroque. As collections willing to resist this prejudice, Brirno cites Ringling s and that of the 
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University of Notre Dame. 3 The latter did have a modest number of Italian Baroque works from the 
Braschi Collection in Rome, 4 but docs not compare to Ringling's survey of the major Italian schools 
of the seventeenth century. 

There had in fact been some small pockets of Italian Baroque art in various collections 
around America formed in the late nineteenth century, such as those at Georgetown University, the 
Bryan Collection given to the New York Historical Society, the Isaac Lea collection in Philadelphia, 
Thomas Walker in Minneapolis, and E.B. Crocker in Sacramento. 5 The major museums of New 
York, Boston, Cleveland, Chicago, and St. Louis had only limited representation of Italian Baroque 
before the 1920s. The Detroit Institute of Arts, through a gift from the Scripps family, appears to 
have had the greatest number, but many of its holdings were not authentic. 6 A major change in taste 
among knowledgeable museum professionals occurred, however, after the first great exhibition of 
Italian Baroque painting was held in Florence in 1922. This show demonstrated the quality and 
power of these long- neglected masters, and during the remainder of the decade the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art and the Cleveland Museum both acquired works by Bernardo Strozzi, the museum in 
Minneapolis gained notable pictures by Guido Rcni and Guercino and Rochester's museum picked up 
a Fetti. The Fogg Art Museum at Harvard, where Arthur McComb in the Fine Arts department 
promoted the Baroque period and organized the first American exhibition of Italian Baroque art in 
early 1929, received one supposed Caravaggio as a gift in 1922 and purchased another in 1929. 7 

Still, there were few private collectors in the first decades of the twentieth century for Italian 
Baroque art. The most aggressive aequisitor of the era was William Randolph Hearst, who in the 
course of decorating his various palatial residences did obtain several Italian Baroque works* Some of 
these are still on view at his California estate at San Simeon, and others were later given to the Los 
Angeles County Museum of Art. 3 There was only one other collector in America who understood 
the Italian Baroque and to whom Ringling might have looked for inspiration. This was Henry 
Walters of Baltimore. Walters, who had inherited the basis of a great collection from his father, 
sought to expand his holdings of European paintings and in 1902 purchased an enormously varied 
Roman collection of Italian paintings that was especially rich in the great names of the Baroque. 9 He, 
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too, was creating an essentially encyclopedic — if idtosyncratic — collection, ro be housed as a public 
resource in an Italian-style palazzo. It is unknown whether Ringling ever visited Walters, but in one 
of the very tew articles published on his museum before it opened, Ringling named the Baltimore 
collector as one of the distinguished connoisseurs and scholars on his board of directors. 10 This group 
docs not seem to have ever been assembled. 

Ringting, as Bdhlcr attested, had become extremely knowledgeable. It is difficult to think of 
another American collector in the 1920s who could identify; let alone research, i putative Ludovico 
CarraccL But this is precisely what Ringling did in a 1929 letter to Border, With regard to the large 
painting which he had acquired as an Annibale Carracci at the Holford sale, he wrote: 



/ think 1 found out why they attribute the Cornea /uV/, 'Christ healing the Mind" to 
Lud&vico. I presume you have Storta Delia Pittura Italian, Second Edition, 
Volume Six, On page seven* you will find 'Christ heating the Mind " illustrated, 
attributed to Ludovico. 1 * 



Th.it the painting (pi. 24) was later more correctly attributed to the Genoese born painter Fiasclla is 
less important than the collectors obvious commitment to the detective work involved in 
connossscurship* 

While the name Carracci interested few collectors in this period, the greats of Northern 
Baroque painting * Rubens, Rembrandt, Hals, Van Dyck and a handful of others — continued to 
function as status symbols. This trend is confirmed by the briefest look at the collections formed by 
Gardner in Boston; by Friek, Morgan, Altman and Bache in New York; by Taft in Cincinnati; 
Epstein in Chicago; Johnson in Philadelphia; or by Widencr whose holdings went to the National 
Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C. Thus when Ringling pursued such popular works, he often had 
to pay high prices. This was the case, for example, with his Frans Hals portrait. And when he 
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attempted to seek bargains or indulged in "a little sport," 12 he was not always successful. This was 
notably true of the various Rcmbrandts he purchased — all of which did not in the end prove to be by 
the master. But Ringliug certainly succeeded with the huge examples of Rubens and Snyders, for few 
other collectors could even consider works so large. The great German museum director Wilhclm von 
Bode justifiably praised Ringlings independence in going against the taste of the day to buy these 
outsized and sexy works, 13 

Nor should it be overlooked that in the course of his short collecting career, Ringling actually 
amassed a very fine representative group of seventeenth century Northern Baroque paintings. His 
collection — which covers all the standard categories of history subjects, portraiture, genre, still life, 
landscape, and interiors — includes examples by David Teniers, Jacob Ruysdacl,Jan Steen, Paulus 
Porter, Juriaen van Strceck and Nicolas Maes, as well as a superb Jan Davidsz. dc Hecm. In addition, 
Ringling showed a willingness to acquire offbeat Northern Baroque works including an Allegorical 
Portrait by Gerbrand van der Eeckhout, a Brazilian landscape by Frans Post, Arnold Houbrakens 
Dido ami Aeneas, an allegory by Jacob de Wit and, most especially, the Iralianate Hagar and hhmael by 
the Dutch artist Karel Dujardin (pi. 25). 

As for the other schools of Baroque painting, Ringling could be equally adventurous. Several 
collectors, most notably Archer Huntington — who founded the Hispanic Society in New York 14 — 
competed for Spanish masterpieces, and Ringling joined them in pursuing works attributed to such 
well known artists as Bartolome Esteban Murillo, Jusepc de Ribera (pi. 26) and Francisco Zurburan. 
Yet he also found room for the more unusual artists Alonso Cano, Juan dc Valdcs Leal and Juan de 
Parcja, In French art, Ringling purchased standard classics — a large Poussin, two Gaspar Dughets 
and a supposed Claude Lorrain. But he also bought a fine Simon Vouet (pL 27) and, even more 
remarkably, the set of the Seven Acts of Mercy by Sebastian Bourdon. There were also a rare work by 
Jacques Stella purchased as a Le Sueur and a St, Bruno supposed to be a Hvacinthe Rigaud but now 
identified as a copy by Claude Mellan. 

Recognition of Ringling s achievement was sporadic and slow in coming. This was ostensibly 
due to Sarasota's isolated location and later to the ten year closing of the museum after Ringlings 
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death. Nevertheless, there were short notes on acquisitions, which appeared in various scholarly 
periodicals. These articles, perhaps encouraged by Bohkr s connections to German specialists, 
included a 192S notice and illustration in P&ntbeen treating the supposed Rembrandt Evangelist}* In 
the following year the Spanish expert August L. Mayer wrote about Ringling* Ribera in international 
Studw}** In 1930, The Art Digest announced "Ringling Buys a Rubens* and put the large Pausias and 
G/yceraon its from cover, 1 ' and Wilhcm Valentiner published the Frans Hals portrait in I935. is 
Mentions of the collection in scholarly publications continued through the 1930s. 

One of the clearest indications of die repute attained by Ringling s Baroque collection within 
the an profession was a letter of inquiry which the young art historian and museum director A, 
Everett Austin sent to Ringling in New York in November of 1929, As director of the Wadsworth 
Athencum from 1927 to 1945, Austin made that institution into the leading American museum for 
the acquisition and exhibition of Baroque an, He became the director of the John and Mablc 
Ringling Museum in 1946. "My dear Ml Ringling," he wrote in 1929: 

Mr Forbe^ of the Fogg Art Museum, whose assistant 1 was at Harvard for some 
years, has told me that you have many very fin e paintings of the Baroque period 
and / am wondering if you would possibly he willing to lend me some of these for 
our exhibition.** 

Edward Fbfbes had visited the Ringling Museum earlier that year and must have reported its contents 
to Austin.* Unfortunately there is no known response from Ringling or Bohler, and as it turned out 
no works were lent,^ perhaps due to the necessity of having all of them on hand for what Ringlini: 
hoped was to be the imminent public opening of the museum. Nevertheless, the Wadsworth 
Atheneum followed Ringling in creating a significant holding of Baroque paintings by many of the 
same artists. 

The other American collection which was ultimately to become significant in its Baroque 
► was that of Samuel R Kress, Here, too, there is a personnel link to the Ringling Museum, 
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for Kress s chief advisor from 1941 was Dr. William Suida, who in 1949 prepared the first published 
catalogue of the Ringling collection, In his catalogue introduction, Suida noted the specific strength 
of Ringling s Italian Baroque works: 

The seventeenth century collection which contains numerous examples by the leading 
artists of the Bolognese> Roman and Neapolitan Schools (not forgetting the fine 
Venetian and Lombard pictures) has no equal in this hemisphere. Where else indeed 
may one find such superb pictures by the Carracci Guido Reni t Mota, Guercino, 
Doki Furinu Sassoferrato, Massimo Stanzionu Salvator Rosa, Cavallino and Luca 
Giordano, and in such abundance? 

The sentiment was seconded by several other writers in the Late 1940s and early 1950s, The print 

connoisseur A. Hyatt Mayor wrote in 1948: 

"Probably no collection outside Europe gives so rich an idea of taste from 1600 to 1800 *\ 23 

The 1950^*7 News Annual 'was devoted to "The Baroque and the Circus," It featured a 
general article on "The Baroque" by Austin that included the first color reproductions of Regnieri s St 
Matthew Writing the Gospel and Dolcis Blue Madonna. In the other major article, u John Ringling s 
Greatest Show," the magazine . s editor, Alfred Frankfurter, described Ringlings achievement as "the 
leading American collection of Baroque and Rococo paintings." 24 

The English connoisseur Osbert Sitwcll also visited Sarasota in the early 1950s and in a very 
admiring essay noted that the museum differed from "most public collections which lack personality/' 
He went on to write that the explanation for the Ringling Museum s 

liveliness and character which separates it so vividly from the ordinary run of musty, 
echoing buildings dedicated to the instruction of the public is that the collection and 
the edifice which enshrine it were for long the aim and finally the creation of one 
man... who was plainly a man of immense individuality with his own ideas on 
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many tubjeetu In addition the Gallery is lutky enough to have ensconced in this last 
pocket of the Baroque and Rococo one of the mast original minded and imaginative 
of all museum directors Mr* A Everett Austin^ Jrr 5 



A decade later another Englishman, W.G. Constable, gave his observation of the Ringling Museum 
in his classic study of American collecting: 

„.witb the seventeenth and eighteenth century Italian masters, the group of 
Bolognese, Neapolitan, Roman, and Venetian painters of that period is perhaps the 
most important in the United States/ 6 

That importance was acknowledged the following year in the most significant American exhibition of 
Italian Baroque art to date, held at the Detroit Institute of Art. There, the leading scholar of the 
subject, Rudolf Wittknwcr, acknowledged the John and Mable Ringling Museum, along with the 
Wadsworth Athcncum, as the most important public sources of such works. 27 

This judgment received further international confirmation in a 1966 article by the Louvres 
knowledgeable curator Pierre Rosenberg, who further described the RingUng Museum as one of "ccs 
anomalies baroque dont I'Amcrique a le set ret." 1 le also ventured that Ringling bought his 
unfashionable Baroque canvases out of a "sincere love of the period which corresponded perfectly to 
his temperament as a man of the theater/ 28 

Paintings from the Ringlings collection continued to have a role in loan exhibitions around 
the world, and in 1986 the exhibition entitled Baroque Paintings from the John and Mable Ringling 
Museum of Art toured America* It was welcomed at the National Gallery of Art in Washington, D.C„ 
where Chief Curator and noted authority on Italian painting Sydney J. Freedbcrg described it as "a 
standard wc should like to meet here/ 29 
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Plate 1 

III Phillip 

[\ttatl of Matmotor/Jratting 

cf Museum AtMi entrance facade 

192B 

22% 16 1 2 indies 




COLOR PLATES 



s\ 



Plate 2. 

]»H. Phillips, earliest exisliirg Imieprint for Museum, uatetl September, 1920, 
5B x 39 U2 inches. Note Museum is referred to as "the John Ringling 
Museum ol Art. In this month, Ca u Zan Architect Dwiglit James Baum 
was nearing completion of nis design of "Residence for Mrs. John Ringling." 
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J.I I. Phillip, early liliiL'firini lor "l Ik- fuJui kindling MiHctim ol Art," showing 

front elevation and through-court cross section looking east toward entrance, 

September, 1926, 40 x 19 1/2 inches, Note front facade is pierced by eight 

windows j never executed. Statuary drawn in niches were never installed, and 

central entrance arch is drawn slightly higher than two flanking a re lies. 
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Plate 4. 

,11. Phillips, blueprint of Museum showing longitudinal section looking west 

and east, September, 1926, 40 x 19 1/2 inches. Note interior shutters for 

windows never executed on east facade. 



COLOR PLATES 



S3 



Plate 5. 

Bernardino Luini 

The Madonna Enthroned 

with the Child 

between St. Sebastian 

ana St. Rack 

Oil on panel 

circa 1507-32 

69 x 61 1/2 facte* 
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p/tffe & 

Peter Paul Rubens and Studio {figures) 

and Osias Beert the Elder (flowers) 

Pausias ana (jltfcera 

(A Scholar Inspire J hy Nature) 

Oil on canvas 

drca 1612-15 

SO x 76 1/2 inches 
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Plate 7. 

Giovanni Antonio I-asolo 

Portrait of a ramify (jroup 

Oil on canvas 

circa 1561-65 

86 x 71 inches 
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Plate & 

Alvaro tit Piero 

77r<? Aiujet of fh& Annunciation 

Tempera, gold ground on panel 

after 1428 

50 1/4 x 18 3/8 inches 



Pku ft 

Alvaro Ji Piero 

tiie Virgin oj (fit* Annunciation 

Tempera, gold ground on panel 

after 1428 

50 x IS 5/8 ittdtes 
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COLOR PLATI^ 



ftilc /l 1 

Studio uf \*vans Snyders 

Still Life wiin Dead Game art J a White Swan 

Oil »*m canvas 
57 1/2 x 89 1/2 incties 
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Plate U 

Lucas K. ranaih the I: hut 

i artiinat Atbr&tht itj HrttrtJ^tinuni as 2yi. Jerome 

Oil on panel 

1526 

4Q x 35 1/4 inckes 
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Plate 12. 

Nicola? Rogniur 

St, Matthew ana the Angel 

Oil on canvas 

circa 1625 

42 1/2 x 48 7/3 
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PLic 13. 

PeLer Paul Rubetis and Studio 
Tiie Gathering of (he Manna, 
from Trie Triumph t>f the Liucnari^L 
tapes try series 
Oil on canvas 

1625 

192 x 162 indies 




Plate 14. 

Peter Riul Rubens and Stud in 

7/w hntr Evangelists, 

from The Triumph of the Eucharist 

tapestry series 

Oil OH canvas 

1625 

173 x 176 inches 





Plate 15. 

Peter Paul Ruhens and Studio 

The Defenders of the feitcnarist, 

from Tlu? Triumph of [lie Eucharist 

tapestry series 

Oil mi canvas? 

1625 

171 x 175 inches 
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Paolo \%fOwe*e 

Tin* /v«.*s/ on tin* Tfujhl into fzijitpt 

Oil on canvas 

ri*s*i 1566-68 

92 1/4 x 63 1/4 indie? 
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Plate 11. 

Studio of Rembrandt van Rijn 

Lamentation 

Oil on canvas 
late 1640s 

71 * 78 1,4 indu* 
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Plate 18, 

Joshua Reynolds 

Portrait of ike Marquis of Grant if 

Oil on canvas 
1766 

96 5/8 x 82 incites 
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I TJils Hab 

Oil .mi corneal 
.irva U>39 

4> l 4 ^ H tadm 





&* 21a 

I a it Daviasz. tie I leom 

Stiff I^L idtlt Ihnvt* 
Oil on canvas 

Uc L64& 

59 I /4 x 45 I .1 inches 
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PU21 
Don Uiugo Ac Silva y XoiLisqucz 

Philip IV 

Oil on canvas 
circa 1625-35 

82 3/3 x 47 5/S mdm 
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Plate 22. 

Pietro a a Lnrtona 

Hagar ana the Angel 

Oil on canvas 

circa 163/ 

45 x 53 3/4 inches 





Plate 23. 

Ciaiiuciizio I'L'rrari 

lite Holy Family with a Donor 

Oil tin panel 

late 1520s 

60 1/2 x45 J/2 inches 

John Ringling aquirca this work at the 

first HtJforJsaJe, in 1927. 
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Plate 24. 
Domenico [*iaselLa p C/triW 1 1 cult no the Hi hid 

Oil on caittfltfj circa 1615- Hi. 109 88 x 71 7/S inches 

Toil painting was offered at the 1928 Flollard sale as an Annihale Carracci. Ritigling, 

however* haseJ on his research in Giovanni l\o*ini - arl historical text StOfia delta pithtm 

italumi ep&sta cot momtm*>nti , believed it Wli the work* of Ltulovico CarraccL 
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Plate 25 

Kaicl I )iii l ir*lin 

/ uiif ar ana fsttma&t 

Oil on canvas 

circa I6h2 

73 3/4 * 5$ incite* 
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Jiist/pe tie Riljera 
Mad t hi n a and Child 

Oil on canvas 

I04o 
43 3/4 n 39 1/2 indies 
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Plate 27. 

Simon Vouet 

Mars and Venus 

Oil 0t> canvas 

ciroa 1640 

57 1/2 x 42 1/2 inches 
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fage lr.nn i\w 191 I I -u -limle ol the Gutenher£ Bihle 
pulm?ncd l»y Injcl-Vcrug in Leipzig* erne *»l a limited 

«j»u- Rixigiing i copy una £iven to liim 
anil Uucnbed by Otto III". Vollnenr. a noted collector 
'I itRimamda. 



Color lilno^rapn from Rmgung 9 copy "1 /.*.* Cosffffflfl 
htsfariqua, pumimra in Pari;, in 18/0, depicting *ix- 
teculli lonlury EufOOOtn COttutttod figures and with cap- 
tion? in three linflingrt The women represented 
include Catherine do Medici and other liistorical figure- 
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Color lithograph [nun Rfttgpng > copy of 

, Boene 1 mm Af Monograph 0/ f/j*- flLainmrw. 
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! tin* numerous hand tooled and £old emhossed 
leather Pound volume* in frun^hn^ 5 lihrary. 
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Piatt 32 

faao-Baptiftg-Eooiijni DctaiBc urn l\\'treai 

Oil OO CAW DCM 





I vnlinaml k\»vlvt, Tttc (*«»»»< »issi'itrs 
Oil on can ~ inches 



[Q2 



COI VTES 



PU 

Turn pa^v IriMii ODC *»1 

fcne 1889 Emil 

collet I u»i i v stall 
raisonn^ printed in ■» 

limited edition . >l 50 



COLin: Tins 

i \ \ i l 



Pwra ih ^ 

/A.' luitljhttt Of a /ii/iliV 
Oil OH panel 
I 

K2l/2x77iy2 tnckei 




ft: 
Ivmale RebfgtUUJ BtU 
Hcnmli. early liheentlt Ce otmy 

T »:ih jik! 
15 3/4x14 nctra 

See ii^ 50 rmef placement, 

! In I. mile Gavel, In t\w 
Gotnn Room «>l M.irMc ! 
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Plate 37. 

Lwstoaa Display Piatt- 

with Female Bust. Ilalu-m, 

circa 1520-30. Majolica 
( I in- g la zet I ea ri hfl n *va re) , 
diameter 16 3/4 incites. 





Plate 33. 

Riir of Alliaivlli (Drug }&t$) f 
Spanish, Lite afteettto ctmtury, 
Majolica ( tin-glazed i-arllien- 
tfa*e), II U2k3 Y/SwA 
11 I fl K ? 1 5/ U» inches. 
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piatc m 

Master of I lie Bob |oiu'r AltittpieCe,, Triptych 

Oil nn panel, circa 1530b, 36 x 41 1/2 inju> 

[ lii- vota wga |uirL pi the GavetAaiiJermluRelmont 

edIWtioB acquired by John Kiii£im£ m iM28. 
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Plat* 40 

AilrLai-ii I =*? tin cm mil 

77n* Descent Jtrjuii the I WSM 

Oil on pane! 

after 1518 

62 1/2 s^U tndwj 
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Plate 41 

Ailt*r Uutao Runi 

flu rid with the Head <»/ GtmaA 

Oil an canvas 

after 1 60S 

< 68 invli^ 
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PLte 42 

liter Paul RlltallS 

Aehittes Dipped intn thv Rfcer StifX 

Oil on panel 

after 1630 

43 I I6x 35 f In inchiK 
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F&fc 43. 
Jail \\i 

Atatanftt ami Mafeaijer 
litttil tin* Ctthiiinniatt BiHir 

Oil on canva* 

1616 

96 % 162 brad 
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PLu* 44. 

N'ici>U$ Coypd 

Madame J*s fi<ntri*tni-t OmB 

Oil on canvas 

1731 
54 l/8«41 7 -Sim-lie* 





Anionic RtfilB 

Rtrtrait tff Itftilippitw I %arLfU\ 

nfWWi **/ IVussia 

Oil on canvas 

after I 

5", I ? v 44 bud* 
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PiaU 40 

\*a&k LutUcJiU}> 

Ihriruit t*f a Man with a Spear 

Oil on cusvij 
circa 1660 

I \ 31 in. 
In ]*)$] , um Kin^lin^ Mufoum added 
the petulant ta lliir portrait to its collectum. 



All ret 1 Btevecu 
Young Laatt in a H7if/t* Dtan 

Oil on pane] 

1879 
21 1/2 x 1 3 J/4 ittdw* 

I In? wj? the imiJv painting that hunt in 
Madm ICiii^Iin^V nedn*mi. iti me Ql A"Zmi. 
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^ lively Satins 
f'trtratt <tf Mabk* Rimrlhtx) 

W-iletvoltir Of] paper 

1923 

36 1/2 x 29 1/2 in ck« 
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Savoy Sonne 

Portrait at John Khnjlitu} 
\\iilt'ivt»lor mi papur 

1927 

6t 1/2*44 1/2 incite* 
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The Library 

77?*? Education of a Connoisseur 
In Linda R. McKee 



The library of The John and Mable Ringling Museum of An is an enduring testament to 
John Ringling* passion for collecting. His love for Italian and Northern Baroque an as well as the 
decorative arts is reflected not only in his art collection and the magnificent Italian villa-like museum 
designed to house it* but also in the books he acquired in his lifetime. Much about Ringling as a 
collector can be learned from his original library. Indeed, his book collection can be seen as a 
complement to his art museum and as a tool in realizing his dream of building one. Comparison 
with highly respected bibliographies reveals that Ringling had assembled a remarkably comprehensive 
library in a discipline that was then very much in its infancy. 

In his Last Will and Testament, John Ringling bequeathed to the State of Florida his art 
museum and residence, including the "library of art books* contained in them. 1 After his death in 
1936, Ringling s personal library of nearly 1 T 500 books was found distributed among the bedroom, 
office* and living room of Ca d* Zan, his residence on Sarasota Bay; HI office in the Museum; and a 
fireproof storeroom on the estate grounds. These titles were included in the 1937 estate inventory 
appnn^-il after his death under the supervision of Jonce McGttrk (with the assistance of book 
appraiser Albert I .anger) and listed in the bequest to the State of Florida. About 28 pages of this 
inventory — within the section labeled "Furniture in John Ringling I lome" — contain the titles and 
volumes of books found in Ringlings Ca d'Zan office, on shelves in Ringlings office closet, in a 
bookcase in an anteroom to the office, and in the downstairs living room. Other pages list "Books in 
Library Store House (Garage)" and books found in the Museum office. The whereabouts or fete of 
many ot the books listed on the store house inventory pages is not known. I lundreds of titles in 
literature and history are simply gone. Significantly however, more than 500 titles from John 
Ringlings an book collection do survive. 

Ten years later in 1946, upon the settlement of the Ringling estate and transfer of the 
Museum and Ca d'Xan and its collections to the State of Florida, this collection of an books, as well 
as a few remaining titles of literature and miscellaneous subjects, was officially accessioned into what 
would eventually become the Art Museum library. Maud L Dean, the Museum** first librarian from 
1944 to 1953, began the library's first accession book. Each volume in the new library was assigned 
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an accession number, a system still carried on today for every book added to the library-. This early 
accession book survives today and aids library staff in taking the inventory of what has come to be 
known as the original John Ringling Library. At the time, the librarian also made ink notations on 
the title page of each volume and listed its assigned value, the year (1946 or 1947), and the accession 
number. Another bibliography of the "John Ringling Library" by a later librarian has been preserved 
and is also used in raking the inventory of the collection. The McGurk inventory, these two lists, and 
the original typed cards from the library s card catalogue have been used in the present account. 
Originally, the books were catalogued in a seldom used classification system modeled after the 
celebrated Frick Art Reference Library in New York. Since the early 1980s, many volumes in the 
library, including most of the original John Ringling library, have been recatalogued according to the 
standard Library of Congress classification system and entered electronically into the OCLC 
database. The contents of the OCLC database (and thus the holdings of the Ringling library*) are 
available to libraries and scholars internationally. An on-line computerized card catalogue provides 
present day library users in the Art Museum with the contents of the library at the touch of a few 
keystrokes. Ringling could not envision chat his small private treasury of books, now numbering 
over 50,000 items, would develop into one of the most important art history collections in the state of 
Florida, encompassing books, periodicals, videotapes, CD-ROMs of some of the worlds greatest art 
collections, on-line databases and Internet access. 

It is not clear if John Ringling ever intended to build a library in the Art Museum. The Ca 
d'Zan had no formal library, though there were glass-encased book shelves in Ringling's bedroom and 
office. Perhaps he had such a vision in mind when, in 1926, he purchased several interiors from the 
Astor residence in New York — including its fine oak-paneled library, later installed as Gallery 20 in 
the Art Museum. After the state assumed ownership of Ringling's collections, this gallery was 
temporarily turned into a library to house his books. A recently found typed manuscript written by 
Frances Cheney Hoersting, the Museum librarian from 1959 to 1964 and secretary to the Museum 
board, describes the library in this early location: 
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Ma hie Ringling intended this oak room to be a sort of reception room* adjacent to 
the Auditorium, . . . Mr. Ring/ingi collection of about $00 booh on art found their 
W&y here, and it is now used us the Library* As such, it is the largest art research 
library in the South. There are now some 5000 volumes and hound pen otlica/s 
dealing with all phases of art and art history* with particular emphasis on the 
period which appealed to Mr Ringling so mueh — the Baroque, Some of the hooks 
an extremely rare and date hack to the early days of printing. The collection is open 
to the public for research* hut no hooks may leave the premises, 2 

The growing library would remain in this location for twenty years. Upon completion of the 
addition of the west galleries in 1966, it was moved to the third floor of this new wing, where it 
remains. Helen Strader. Museum librarian from I%4-65 recalls retrieving uncatalogucd books 
(possibly more of Ringling s collection), with Craig Rubadoux, then on the Museum staff, from a 
storage area above Gallery 20 and accessioning rhem into the collection. 1 

Ringling did intend that a library be included in an art school planned as an extension of the 
north gallery wing. This library was to be distinct from his personal collection, The "Bulletin of the 
School of Fine and Applied Art of the John and Mable Ringling Art Museum," issued in 1931 in 
conjunction with Southern College, lauds the planned school's library as a large collodion of reference 
hooks, text books and fiction "catalogued in accordance with the most improved metho 
trained librarian is in charge. The collection includes specially selected books on an." 4 As the school 
never opened as planned on the Museum grounds, neither the source nor the present location of the 
books (if the}* were in fact collected) is known. 

Ringling apparently did have a "library* in one of his New York residences, but tittle record 
of its contents exists. Taylor Gordon, Ringling s manservant, mentions it in his 1929 memoir, Born to 
Br, *I went down to the Fifth Avenue apartment, and he had rnc come in the library."" In the same 
memoir, however, Gordon declares that, "It is surprising how* much [John Ringling] knows about the 
world, yet seldom y«m catch him reading any books,"" And after Ringling s death, a list of contents of 



THE: LIBRARY US 



his Park Avenue residence did include some books. A 1940 document lists, under the heading 
"Received from Armstrong Transfer the following items, being miscellaneous items withheld from 
auction of John Ringlings possessions from New York Warehouses," 14 volumes of hooks and "several 
photos and art catalogues. 1 '' Some of these same titles do appear on the McGurk inventory. 

In any case, John Ringling's taste in books was not guided by the goals and interests of the 
wealthy and prolific art and book collectors of the time — John Pierpont Morgan, John Jacob Astor, 
1 larry Elkins Widcncr, Henry E, Huntington, or Robert Hoe III t the latter one of our country's 
greatest book collectors. The tales of the madness and desire of the great book collectors in the 
beginning of this century are no less harrowing than those of the great art collectors. Ringling, 
however, did not purchase his books to showcase them — he bought them to learn. He relied on his 
art books and journals tor an astoundingly quick self-education on the artists and schools of art which 
most interested him, in order to lurnme an informed art collector 

Documentation concerning the amassment of Ringling s art collection and its provenance 
continues to grow, but much less is known about how, where and from whom Ringling acquired his 
personal art library It is known that he purchased some of his volumes from auctions of private 
libraries at the Anderson Galleries on Park Avenue in New York mid at Christie, Manson 6c Woods 
in London. These included the 1927 sale of the library of Dr. John E, Stillwell and the 1928 sale of 
the Mrs. Eugenie K. Cunningham library — both in New York.* Other of Ringlings books can be 
traced back to a 1927 London sale of the Carpenter Gamier collection. y The catalogues of these 
sales, as well as many of the original auction house catalogues Ringling used in the acquisition of his 
an collection, were originally housed in the Museum library but were transferred, between 1991 and 
1993 t to the newly established Archives of The John and Mable Ringling Museum of Art* 

Almost no primary documentation exists relating to the purchase or acquisition of Ringlings 
books. A few exceptions have recently been discovered. Two letters from 1929 were recently acquired 
by the Archives. One is from a book denier, Hans Goltz of Munich, who writes to Ringlings art 
dealer, Julius Bohler, in Lucerne, asking for settlement of Ringlings two-year-old outstanding bill of 
969.35 marks. A list of the ten tides and book sets in question is attached. The second letter, from 
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Gottz to Bohler and dated just two days later, thanks Bohler U m Mrttling the account. The books are 
still in the library today A receipt for customs requirements made out to Bohlcr by London 
bookseller James Bain was found in RingUogs copy of a rare 1775 hook, Jamo Adair>.7jk khto 
the American Indians; par ricutarty those nations adjoining to the Mississippi East and West 
Florida. tontaimng an amount of their origin, language* manners,^ providing further evidence that 
Bohlcr purchased not only an for Ringling but books as well 

Aside from these exceptions, the books themselves yield few clues about their former owners. 
Only a very- small number arc inscribed as gifts to Ringling. And with the exception of some of his 
art journals — such as The Magazine vfArt* The Burlington Magazine \ and Connoisseur — there are 
almost no pencil or pen markings in Ringiings hand in any of them. The limited notations that do 
exist are in most cases markings made by succeeding librarians during cataloguing efforts. 

With regard to the quality of Ringiings library; one need only rum to professionally accepted 
and standard bibliographies of art history compiled during the twentieth century. rwcrnost among 
thesa i*> K. Louise Lucas 1 1952 The Harvard List of Books on Art — an attempt, according to its 
author, "to select a few thousand titles basic to the study of art history." 10 Also respected arc Mary W. 
Chamberlain* 1959 Guide to Art Reference Books; Lucas* 1968 Art Booh; A Basic Bifdiogmphv on (he 
I'tne Arts\ Ktta Amucn & Robert Rainwater's 1980 Guide to the I .irenmire of* Art I Iistorv; and 
one of the most recent lists, Wolfgang Freirags 1985 Art Booh; A Basic Bibliography of Monographs on 
Artists. 

Frcitag asserts that the core of even* an book collection is the artist monograph. Ringiings 
library dt>cs not contradict this opinion. Monographs on over tony Jive individual artists — 
including Botticelli, Bellini, Raphael, Andrea del Sarto, Giorgionc, Rembrandt, Rubens* Van Dyck, 
Poussin, Ttcpolo, Veronese, Durer, Altdorfer and Tintoretto — were found in his officz. Many of 
these are listed by Frcitag as still- important works. Books found on English artists include studies of 
Turner, Ward, Romncy, Gainsborough, Constable, Burne Jones and Raeburn. Inside a bookcase in 
Ringiings bedroom were titles on Cellini, Correggio, Pintoricchio, Picro delta Franeesca, Signorelli, 
Francia, Mantcgna and Rubens, Interestirig^y, Ambroise Vollard's classic work on Paul Cezanne was 
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among those found in the private sleeping chamber. Julius Meier-Grafc s Degas study was found in 
the office closet, as was his biography of Van Gogh. 

There can be no doubt that Italian painting was dear to John Ringlings heart. He owned 
many still-classic surveys of Italian art, and several volumes of one — Raimond van Marie's, The 
Development of the Italian Schools of Painting, published in The Hague from 1923 to 1938 — were 
found in his bedroom. The remaining van Marie volumes were found in a closet off his office that 
also contained other seminal studies of Italian art. Fourteen volumes of Adolfo Venturis Storia 
delVarte italiana were found in the museum office. Both Chamberlain and Arntzen cite Venturis 
monumental work — which treats painting, sculpture and architecture from the early Christian period 
to the sixteenth century — as one of the most important studies of Italian painting, if not, indeed* 
*the definitive history of Italian art/* 11 Ringling also owned J A. Crowes and G.B, Cavcaselles 
early standard survey of Central Italian painting, A History of Painting in Italy: Umhrta, Florence and 
Siena from the Second to the Sixteenth Century (1903-1914), and A History of Painting in North Italy: 
Venice, Padua* l r icenza (1912). 

It is also not surprising that Ringling was well acquainted with the writings of one of his 
contemporaries, Bernard Berenson, a leading authority then and still today on Italian schools of art. 
Included in his library were Berensons Neapolitan Painting of the Seicento\ The Venetian Painters of the 
Renaissance; North Italian Painters of the R*mwtm&\ The Central Italian Painters of the Renaissance^ 
Venetian Painting in America; and The Study and Criticism of Italian Art. All were found in a bookcase 
in Ringlings office closet. 

Ringling also owned and apparently consulted Giovanni Rosini s Storia della Pittura Italiana 
Esposta coi Monument i (History of Painting in Italy Illustrated by its Monument s t published in Pisa from 
184S to 1852}- This book was dted by Ringling in a letter to Bohler concerning the attribution of a 
painting. (See Eric Zafrans essay on A Collection of Baroque Masterpieces in this volume*) 

Italian art surveys were by no means Ringlings only interest; He also owned important titles 
in Northern European painting. These included Max J, Friedlanders DieAitniederlandischeMakrei, 
an important work on early Dutch painting that even the great art historian Erwin Panofsky praised 
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as "one of the few uncontested masterpieces produced by our discipline." 12 Ringling also owned a 
volume published in honor of Friedlander, a Festschrift entitled, Zum 60. GeburtstagMaxJ. 
Fried/a inter (For Max J. Friedldnder's Sixtieth Birthday). Friedlander was one of seven men Ringling 
originally named to be director of his newly established art museum. August L. Mayer was another. 
Mayer authored three books in Ringlings library: Mittelalterliche 
Piastik in Italien ( Medieval Sculpture in Italy, 1923), Francisco de 
Goya (1929) and Dominica Theotocopuli EI Greco (1926). Among the 
El Greco works reproduced in the latter volume is Christ on the 
Cross; John Ringling purchased the painting for his Museum just 
two years after the books publication. 

Other art surveys included in his collection were Sir 
William Stirling-Maxwells limited edition of the Annals of the 
Artists of Spain (40 out of 650 copies), John Smiths 1829-1842 A 
Catalogue raisonne of the works of the most eminent Dutch, Flemish and 
French painters, an important early work that Arntzen identifies as 
the basis for Hofstede de Groot's monumental catalogue published 
in the following century. 13 Georg Gottfried Dehio s Geschichte der 
deutschen Kunst — the "standard German history of German art 
covering from the beginning through the nineteenth and twentieth 
centuries" according to Chamberlain 14 — is also in Ringlings 
collection. Dehio's volumes were among those listed in Goltzs 
1929 itemized bill to Bohler. So, too, were the Festschrift to Max Friedlander and the multi-volume 
Propylaen-Kunstegeschichte, a history of art series heralded and unsurpassed in its time, the strength of 
which for us today lies in its "lavish illustrations-some in color- which form a unique body of visual 
material." 1 * 

The Ringling book collection also contained other classic art history texts still consulted and 
cited today by art historians and scholars. These include Giorgio Vasari s Lives of the Most Eminent 
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Figure 27. Tide page of Ringlings 1818 volume of 
engravings of the Marquis of Stafford's collection of pic- 
tures, one of many art books he acquired in order to study 
the contents of the great Knglish collections. 



HE LIBRARY 



IN 




Figure 28. After Andrea Jc! Sarto, The Madonna 
I if /hi S* alt. Nixreenih cenmrv Oil on panel. 72 x 52 
inchev Thi* painting was one of many acquired by 
Ringling; at the 1927 sale of works from the Duke 
of HolfWd collection bv Christie** in London* 



Painters, Sculptors and Architects in a limited edition published in London 
for the Medici Society from 1912 to 1915, and a 1881 edition of Johann 
Wiiickelmanns History of Ancient Art. 

A large part of the library consisted of art collection catalogues. 
Some document sales actually attended by Bohler* Ringling or Joseph 
Duveen. Numerous hand-notated auction catalogues from Anderson 
Galleries in New York have been transferred to the museum archives, 
but manv substantial and handsome limited edition catalogues remain in 
the Ringling Museum library today. They include The Wattage collection 
(paintings) at Hertford House; The Adotph Lewisohn collection of modem 
French paintings and sculptures, Robert Benson s Catalogue of Italian 
pictures at l& South Street, Pari Lane, London and Bucbhurst in Sussex; A catalogue of some of the paintings 
of the British School in the collection of Henry Edwards Huntington at San Marino, California; Collection 
Spiridon de Rome: Catalogue des Tableaux des Ecotes itatiennes des XlVe et XVe Siecles; Collections Marczelt 
von Netnes; Catalogue des Tableaux; and Evelyn and Arthur Wellcslcy Wellington s A Descriptive and 
Historical Catalogue of the Collection of Pictures and Sculpture atApsky House. 

The three volumes of The Holford Collection, Dorchester Hoase^ published in 1924 and 1927, 
are exceptional nor only for their craftsmanship but also for their importance to the history of the 
Ringling art collection. The Holford sales were "examples of a phenomenon peculiar to the present 
era — the extinction of great private collections of works of art,* 16 Ringling s copy of the 1924 
volume, was from a limited edition of 300. The 1927 volumes were printed in a limited run of 400 
and are signed by their editor, Robert Benson. Ringling purchases from the 1927 and 1928 Holford 
sales include Diego Velasquez s portrait of Philip IV (pi. 21); Andrea del Sarto s Vision of St Matthew 
(fig.28), now attributed to "after del Sarto" and renamed The Madonna delta Scata; Gaudenzio Ferrari s 
The Holy Family With DonoripL 23); Sisto Baldalocchios Susannah and the Etdet% The Blue Madonna 
(after Carlo Dolci); A Sultana of Janice (now attributed to "after Titian" and entitled La Sultana 
Rossa); Edward Burne -Jones' Tie Sirens; and Jacopo Tintoretto s Portrait of a Young Lady. 
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In 1928, Connoisseur magazine reviewed the last two Holford volumes: 

Volume L Of this handsome pair appeared* shall we say feftcttoudw on the very eve 
of the Holjbrd sale at Christies last summer. Ih function is therefore memorial 
rather than actual for there is no longer a Holford collection of Italian painting. On 
the other hand, of course, it is doubly valuable as a record of departed glories. Volume 
//. Still functions as the Catalogue of a Holford collection yet in fa'ing.Jn the 
Spanish school, the Velasquez Philip IV, when young, the Philip when old, 

stably by Maza, and two typically solemn Muriilo portrait '« are 
conspicuous,.. With its two hundred illustrations and handsome mounting, this finely 
produced record of the Holford collection willjorm a treasured item on the shelves of 
advanced collectors and students; v:hik its piige* wiB douMas Iff frequently 
cons td ted hy historians for the valuable information they afford concerning many 
noteworthy works of art. ? 

Since Singling did own a large collection of art journals, ii is plausible that lie turned to 
them for advkfi on which books to purchase. "The Connoisseur Bookshelf* 1 (from which rhc above 
review is cited) and "Books Received** were regular columns in Connoisseur^ and The Burlington 
Magazim rtgulariy listed and reviewed books in its "An Books of the Month" and "Recent Art" 
columns, 

Four years of Christies Season* from 1928 to 1931, were found in offices in the Museum and 
Cft d'Zan. The 1928 edition renews the Holford sale (fig. 29): "The larger version of Philip ll\ by 
Velasquez (pi, 21), which was bought fbr3*30G guineas by Mr. Ringing, who i< proud to be styled 
*Thc Modem Bamum/ is probably the same picture which realized only 120 guineas in the .Alton 
Towers sale, 1857." ,g 

One of the most important rides in Ringling V library lor us today is the Collection Emile 
Gavct: Catalogue Raisonne Prfefde d"um Etude Historique et Arehclogiquc sur fa Qewm d*Art aui 
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Figure 2*J. Title page of Ringltng's copv of the 192 
1 1 oil or J sak by Christies in London. \i tin* .uul 
the second Hal fond sale in the following year. 
Ringing hrmght numerous important works, 
including the portrait of Philip IV l>\ Vcbsquc/. 



Composent Cette Collection y issued by the Imprimerie de D. Jouaust, 
Paris, in 1889 (pL 34), Published in a limited edition of 50, the library 
owns two copies, numbers 37 and 38, the latter inscribed by Emile 
Gavet, In 1928 Ringling purchased the large Gavct collection of fine 
and decorative arts, including one of the Museums finest works, Piero 
di Cosimo s The Building of a Palate (pi. 35). At the time of Ringlings 
death, one copy of the Collection Emile Gavet was among the only six 
books found in the Ca d'Zan living room J v Another major and unique 
purchase — of a collection of more than 2,300 objects — from 1928 is 
represented in the catalogue Cypriote & Classical Antiquities: Duplicates of 
the Cesnola & Other Collections: Sold hy Order of the Trustees of the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art issued by Anderson < in New York, 

Another catalogue which played a significant role in the building of John Ringlings art 
collection was the 1 nnderie Aristiche Riunites Bronzes, Marbres, Argenterie* of the Naples firm of 
J. Chiurazzi et fils. In its pages one finds photographs of bronze castings of classical sculpture with 
prices and three patinas available — Pompe'u Herculanum and Moderne. The sculptures that 
Ringling ordered from Chiurazzi can be found today on the Museum grounds. 

Though most of John Ringlings art books were found In his home, the McGurk inventory 
listed more than 65 volumes and "numerous catalogues of Art Sales and Galleries and Pamphlets, etc." 
from the Museum office. Three sets of biographical dictionaries of artists found there are frequently 
consulted in the library today: Michael Bryans* Dictionary of Painters and Engravers^ Alfred von 
Wurzbiich s Niederlamiisches Kunst/er- l^exikon, and John Denison Champltns Cyclopedia of Painters 
and Painting. Other early imprints rrom the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries form the basis for a 
rare book collection which was later augmented with purchases by Curtis G. Coley the Museum s 
third director, between 1965 and 1972. 

Some art historians published, in the manner of Vasari, their own "artists' lives** complete 
with engraved portraits. Three such titles of major importance (all of which were exhibited at the 
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Ringling Museum library's 1969 exhibition), include Giovanni Pictro Belloris Viie Je * Pimri. Scu/fori 
etl Artbiietti Modemi from 1672- Bellori, a literary figure. CfMStiomcur and ibrmer librarian for Queen 
Christina of Sweden, was assisted in the creation of this book by his friend, Nkhota BottSttn, 
Bibliographer Chifflbcrfiin calk the Bcllori "invaluable as a source of information on the Car 
Caravaggio, Barocei, Domcnichino, etc, Rubens* and Poussins art included with the Italian 
masters.^ 20 Another seventeenth century title found was the two-volume lfc7K edition of Carlo 
Cesart Malvasias Fehma fr/trite; vire Ji ' pffiori bokgimi alia maesfa ihristtamsiima Ji Luigi XIII (fig. 
30). Malvasia, a Bolognese nobleman and collector, is still a recognized source for the history of 
painting in northern Italy and his book is a basic source for artist* of Bologna. Another early treatise 
on the Italian schools of painting is the six-volume 1818 edition of Luigi Antonio Ltngfi Storia 
pmortca della Italia oaf risQrgimente delle belle am fin press** aljhte del XI lit *Wo. 

One of the must fascinating titles in the rare book collection originally belonging to John 
Ringling is a 1913 facsimile of the Gutenberg Bible (pi. 28), Johannes Gutenberg (1400-68), 
regarded as the European inventor of movable type printing, best known for his 42- line Bible (or 
Biblta Latina, c. 1455). The original Gutenberg Bible has been called "the cornerstone in the history 
■ >1 priming am! <>i am eollecrion of printed books" ll and "the most perfectly realized of printed 
books, Modeled entirely from the manuscript tradition, it is a triumph of its art. ..a work to rival all 
subsequent printed books, with no compromise of craftsmanship at any Stage.*** The Ringling 
facsimile was published by Insel-Verlag in Leipzig and is number 287 of a limited edition of 300 
copies. The colored numerals and other page decorations were taken from the original hand 
decorations of the copies of the Gutenberg Bible in the Royal Library' in Berlin and the State Library* 
in Fulda, and has been called the most sought-after of all facsimile editions. The Bible is even more 
special in that is inscribed to~Mr. John Ringling" in the year 1931 hg Otto H.F Vu-Ubchr, a German 
historian and famous collector of books and incunabula (in short* any h<x>k printed between 1450 and 
15(10). 

An exhibition of Vollbehr's collection was held in New York in 192b, the same vear Vbllbchr 
made headlines in a 1926 issue of Art News when he purchased one of the original Gutenberg Bibles 
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Figure 30. Title page of Ringling's 1n78 edition of 
Carlo Ceasarc MaJvasias Fetsina Pit trice; vite dc* pit 
tori atia maesta cbrhtianissima di Luigi.XHI 



for $275,000. Pynson Press printed a catalogue to accompany the 
New York show, Vollbehr incunabula at National Arts Club ofNeiv Ydfk 

from 8/23 to Sept JO MCMXXlL Perhaps Ringling and Vollbehr 

became acquainted at the time of this exhibition or at one of the many 
book sales held at Anderson Galleries. The details and circumstances 
of their relationship have yet to be discovered, hut one result of it was 
the bestowal of the Gutenberg facsimile to Ringling. Interestingly, 
the faesimile — among the most valuable volumes, if not the single 
most valuable book, in Ringling's collection — was not listed among 
the other books on the McGurk inventory or a later inventor)' list of 
the John Ringling library created by the Museum librarian. However, 
it may be listed on the 1940 warehouse inventory from his Park Avenue residence as a two-volume 
"Latin (?) Manuscripts (Reprints)/' in which case the preparer of the list failed to recognize the 
facsimiles significance. 

The small number of volumes in his library inscribed to John Ringling may well indicate that 
he purchased most of the collection for himself. One book inscribed to the great collector is of 
paramount interest. Rt-rnhmndt Paintings in America is a large 1931 tome signed by the author, the 
eminent early Dutch authority Wilhelm R. Valentiner (figs. 31 and 32). This book is of special value 
to the Ringling Museum of Art collection as it contains reproductions of the works Ringling 
purchased as Rembrandts: The Deposition ( The Lamentation) and Portrait of a Lady as well as the 
Portrait of St. John the Evangelist Writing (now attributed to an imitator of Rembrandt and held by the 
Museum of Fine Arts in Boston). 

Most of the folios in the John Ringling library are of the decorative arts and architectural 
ornament, in addition to some splendidly colored plates of historic costumes through all the ages of 
man. Le Costume historir/ue, a multi-volume set of 300 plates from 1876, documents with fine 
attention to detail the modes and manners of all periods and world locales (pi. 29). French essays 
describe the collection of illustrations which includes not only clothing but also period jewelry* objects 
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Figure ,11, Kfonttccpiecc and tide page At'Wilhctm R. Valentinrr* 
1931 Rembrandt Painting* in America* inscribe J 10 Ringling, Three 
Ringling acquisition* are reproduced in the votnme. 



of art, vehicles, home furnishings, weapons and customs. 
These oversized portfolios arc in striking contrast to four 
delicate* almost pocket-sized books of hand-colored 
engravings of Parisian fashions, also in Ringling s library. 
General texts on porcelain and Chinese jade 
shared shelf space with those on decorative furniture, the 

history of furniture since antiquity, and silver work by American master craftsmen. One inti n imj, 
tide is Robert Wcmyss Symonds' Old English walnut & lacquer furniture: the present-day condition and 
value and the methods ofthejurnttim-faker in producing spurious pieces, published in 1923. 

Ringling had few books on sculpture, as compared with his many volumes on painting and 
the decorative arts, though his interest in ancient sculpture is apparent, The Classical Sculpture Gallery ; 
a four-volume scries by von Rcbcr and Bayersdorfcr published from 1897 to 1900, showcases 
reproductions from the galleries, churches and private collections of Europe. Each volume is hound in 
deep blue cloth accented with lettering and ornamentation in gold leal". Ringling also owned a limited 
edition copy of The Life ofRenventtfo Cellini from 1927. 

But what of the art of the hundred years preceding Ringling s death, or indeed the work of 
his contemporaries? As a world traveler and avid art collector, Ringling was surely aware of current 
trends in all media. His few books on modem art — on Degas, Van Gogh and Cezanne — and his 
foray into Pre-Raphaelite painting seem to indicate a piqued and passing curiosity in the recent and 
contemporary, if nothing more. A few unique titles found in his library, though, include Leonce 
Bencdite s Rodin with 40 plates in heliogravure; Impressionist painting: its genesis and development, and 
Contemporary American sculpture* a catalogue from a 1929 exhibition in San Francisco* Did Ringling 
perhaps visit this show? 

Some volumes in the John Ringling library defy easy characterization and constitute, try their 
very survival, a kind of anomaly They range from The Crusader: a tragedy of the middle ages infivt ach 
and a tableau (on whose first page John Ringlings name is penned in script with an insignia of the 
highest order of freemasonry) to the work of a highly desirable artist and naturalist, William Beebes 
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Figure 32, A full page illustration, from Valentincr s 
Rembrandt Paintings in America* of TV lamentation {see 
plate 17 Tew a color reproduction), purcrM-bed by Ringling 
in London in 1 929 as a Rembrandt. While the museum 
did not open to the public until l 1 * W), work* from the col- 
lection were becoming known to the world through pub- 
lic at ions such as this. 



rare four-volume The Monograph of the Pheasants (pL 30). It is not 
known from whom or why Ringling purchased this natural history 
title, but a epilogue from Ringling s collection perhaps affords a 
clue. Among his many catalogues was that of a 1928 Anderson 
Galleries sale, The Library of Norman James. Baltimore, Md. Natural 
History. Americana, Sport. Item number 184 is an offering of the 
Beebe four-volume set on pheasants hut there are no marks in the 
catalogue indicating its purchase by Ringling at this time. The 
Mind of a Gorilla bears an inscription to John Ringling from Yale 
professor Robert Ycrkcs. This 1926 psychological monograph on 
animal intelligence features "Miss Congo," > table Ringling s 
infamous pet kept in a wooden hut near Ca d'Zan.^ 

The McGurk inventory shows that Ringling owned many volumes of literature, bur 
unfortunately few of these left to the estate can be accounted for. One fme set that has screndipitousiv 
survived is Raskin's Works in 21 volumes, probably from 1899. There is no doubting the affinity 
between the great circus man and this leading Victorian art critic. Venice, for Ruskin, was the 
"paradise of cities," and Ringling would surely have been familiar with The Stones of Venice and Let funs 
on Art. Ringling owned an 1897 edition of Raskin's Lectures on landscape: delivered at Oxford in Lent 
term, 1ST I, md a 192S copy of Venice on foot: with the itinerary of the Grand Canal and several direct 
routes to useful places^ conjures up images of Ringling traipsing through the city and paving homage to 
the art of his and Mable s passion. 

Reassembled together for the first time in many years and quietly evoking the spirit of a man 
and the dream < of a collector, the John Ringling library is a testament to his grand legacy. 
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The Astor Rooms 



liv Michael Coniorli 



Mrs, William Backhouse Astor was perhaps the most powerful social lioness America has 
ever known. With her family V social rank and the Astors fabulous wealth, Caroline Schermcrhorn 
Astor made tare nineteenth century New York society into her personal domain and repulsed even 
challenge to her position as its ruling queen. Her control over admission to New York's highest social 
circles was enforced through the adroit manipulation of the guest lists to her famous parties. By 
extending or withholding the coveted invitations, Mrs, Astor was able to chastise the social 
misdemeanors of her friends even as she stifled the 
bolder encroachments of the rwtnvaux riches. Her 
task was made easier by the limited size of her 
ballroom, which could comfortably accommodate 
no more than four hundred guests. That "Four 
Hundred" — so-called by her social secretary Ward 
McAllister in his famous utterance — came to 
define New York society in the last decades of the 
nineteenth century 

Mrs. Astor's ballroom was situated in her 
browns tone at Fifth Avenue and 34th Street, where 
she had lived with her husband since their 1859 Figure 31. I 'holograph of flu- imnhwcM *al«n ot'chc Amur residence at K40 

Fifth Avenue in New York City, circa 1907. In the comer j( center is a full 

marriage. But in the early 1890s, with her only son, length oil portrait of Caroline Schemnrrhom A*tor by Kmifc Augustc 

. Caiolus-Duran. now in the Metropolitan Museum of Aft. 

John Jacob Astor IV, planning to mam" and her 

nephew, William Waldorf Astor, building a hotel next door, she decided to relocate, She resolved to 
move uptown r as many of her friends had already done, and the old 34th Street house was 
subsequently demolished to make room for the hotel addition that would become the first Waldorf- 
Astoria. She commissioned Richard Morris Hunt, then the most prominent of New York's 
residential architects, to build her a new double house at Fifth Avenue and 65th Street. She would 
live in one half, while John Jacob IV and his family would occupy the other (fig. 34), 

The exterior of the new Astor residence was conceived in the French Renaissance style 
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Kigure 34. I'-irriil view ot the exterior of the Attor residence, looking 
rmrtheavt from the park side of R ft h Avenue, circa 18*MK, The toutlme^t 
cream salon, now gallery 19, occupied the wuthwest comer of the first floor 
of the dmihle mansion, with window* overlooking both Rfth Avenue and 
65 rh Street. 'Hit windows of the adjoining library, now gallery 20, are further 
ro the rijrht, nitt ot view. 



popularized by I funt. Incorporating Mansard roofs 
and rurreted dormers, the house suggested a 
sixteenth century French chateau adapted to life in 
late nineteenth century America. Like Hunts other 
bouses of the 1890s, the Astor mansion was filled 
with paneled period rooms commissioned from 
Jules Allard and Company of Paris and New York 
The Allard firm specialized in recreating French 
interiors for moneyed Americans eager to link 
themselves with the elegance, grandeur and refinement associated with certain historical periods. 

The Astor mansion, however, stood no more than thirty years. In the mid- 1920s, Vincent 
Astor decided to tear down his fathers and grandmothers house, and at his direction the contents and 
works of art were sold at auction in 1926- l John Ringling, then planning his Sarasota museum, 
purchased two rooms: the salon, or main reception room, and the adjoining dining room/library from 
John Jacob IV "s half t if the double house. The original decoration of the salon, replete with painted 
over-door panels and elaborate gilt moldings, incorporated predominantly Louis XV or Rococo style 
elements that recall the interior of a mid-century Parisian hdtel ' particulier (figs, 35, 36 and 37). The 
adjoining dining room — later converted to a library — was finished in carved oak and parcel gilding 
that loosely followed Louis XIV precedents in interior design (figs. 38, 39 and 40). The large panels 
of this room once framed tapestries, as was popular iti late nineteenth century residences. Ringling 
replaced them with early eighteenth century Dutch paintings. 

The two Astor rooms acquired by Ringling do not strictly observe French precedent. Rather, 
they are amalgamations created by Hunt and Allard that incorporate elements from numerous 
eighteenth century French interior styles. Strapwork motifs, such as those on the dining room 
pilasters, follow early eighteenth century models, while the roundels and swags above the doors were 
more common in the late eighteenth century. Also, late nineteenth century New York houses required 
doorways far wider than any to be seen in eighteenth century French domestic interiors. In numerous 
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decorative details, however, both rooms are consistent with French precursors. 

The two Astor rooms in the Ringling Museum air among the few examples of late 
nineteenth century French style interior decoration preserved in American museums. As such, they 
represent a fascinating tradition in which interiors functioned as subtle cultural symbols as weU as sites 
for social ritual The nineteenth and carry twentieth century American predilection for rooms evoking 
the luxury of European pasts or the romance of exotic cultures reflected nuanced social codes through 
which a patron communicated his values and historical interests to his contemporaries* Whether the 
chosen style was Louis XIV or Elizabethan, Moorish or Japanese, each choice connoted a desire to 
identity with the social, political and intellectual values associated with that historical period or 
culture. 

The eighteenth century French interior was first revived by the British Whig aristocracy in 
the period immediately following the defeat of Napoleon and the restoration of the Bourbon 
monarchy in Frances Identification with amien regime values represented a reaction to radical 
political reforms proposed in England in the 1820s, and the choice of this interior style was seen by 
contemporaries as reinforcing the values of monarchy as expressed by the most absolute of earlier 
sovereigns, Louis XIV. hi the earl}' years of the Second Empire, members of the French haute 
bourgeoisU eagerly embraced the eighteenth century style for their domestic residences, with the 
Empress Eugenie setting the tone for nostalgic identification by entertaining in authentic eighteenth 
century rooms while wearing the clothes of the famous guillotined queen, Marie Antoinette.* 

The popularity of the French interior grew in the last decades of the nineteenth century both 
in Europe and America. By the time Caroline Astor commissioned Hunt to design and build a new 
double house in New York, the French style had come to symbolize the supreme standard of cultural 
refinement and sophistication for Americas rich, associating them with the intellect and culture of 
this most respected of historical periods. 4 Houses and their interiors came to be seen as backdrops for 
cultured lives, and those lives often included identification with specific historical figures through 
costumed play acting. In an era when Empress Eugenie dressed as Marie Antoinette and received 
Queen Victoria with flawless eighteenth century protocol, at a time when Ludwig II of Bavaria staged 
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Figure 15. Photograph of Hit- ImnMutl southwest crc;mt snlou, circa 1910 
shortly after the completion, by Carrerc and Hastings, of the conversion of 
the douhle mansion to single family usage tor John Jacob As tor IV, I 'horn: 
I In Architectural Record. 




Figure 36- Photograph ol the southwest salon, 
shortly he fore the sale and subsequent demolition 
of' i he house by Vincent Asior in 1926, Note the 
hardwood floor in lie mug -hone partem, the ceil- 
ing and overdoor pointings and gilding on the 
coved ceding* Note also that electric wail sconces 
have been changed since 1910. 




Figuie 17. The Astor >jlon as it appeared in the Ringling Museum, before the 1990 renovation. The wall paneling U original, while 
(he coved ceding was recreated in plaster by Claude Baylor, a craftsman from Sarasota, The room was given an oak floor, and minors 
j installed in place of the overdoor paintings. The marble fireplace i» not original to the Astor room. 
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Figure 38, The library ill 1910, just .after it* conversion from a dining room by Carrer* and Hasting* for John Jacob Astor IV. Note the 
absence of a large chandelier that originally hung (torn the ceding center. Note also the tapestry hung in ihe Urge wall panel and the oil 
portrait of John Jacob in the mertnanile. Ringing did not purchase the tapestry or the marble fireplace, Photo: The Architectural 
Record, 





Figure 19. The library- in 192n, at the lime of the .\sior -A 
In 1913, an allegorical ceiling painting by James Wall Finn had 
been added. The painting v%a* acquired along with the oak and 
parcel ^Ut paneling by John Ringfing at the 1926 sale^ 



Figure 40. The southwest corner of the library in 1926, show- 
ing, at left, the shuttered windows overlooking 65th Street and, 
at tight, the sliding pocket doom communicating with the 
CfttMl *alon. The pocket door* were finished in oak on the 
lihr.irv side and Laifitr cream on the salon side. In the Ringling 
Museum in Sar4sota, John II, Phillips replicated the cMct 
southern exposure the two rooms had in New York City. 
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conversations with Louis XJV in his neo-Rococo German Castles, Caroline Astor had herself painted 
and often appeared at balls in the guise of Mary, Queen of Scots. In this era of historical recreation 
expressed in both houses and costumed dress, Mrs. Aster's architect enhanced his professional image 
by having himself photographed in the guise of the thirteenth century Italian artist Giovanni 
Cimabue. 5 

The architect Richard Morris Hunt was much in demand in the second half of the 
nineteenth century. I laving spent twelve years in France, studying at the Ecole des Beaux Arts and 
working as an assistant in the Paris office of Hector Martin Lefuel, Hunt was superbly trained and 
the most educated and historically sophisticated architect America had yet produced. The house he 
built in 1882 for Mr. and Mrs. William K, Vanderbilt at Fifth Avenue and 52nd Street was a stunning 
model of sixteenth century French architecture successfully adapted to an urban American setting, It 
solidified Hunt's reputation as the designer best equipped to express Americas historical longings in 
architecture. Its interiors, representing a variety of early styles, were articulated largely in carved stone 
and wood employing far less upholstery and ornamental patterning than was typical at that time. 6 A 
triumph for the savvy and ambitious Alva Vanderbilt, the house was formally opened with an 
inaugural party so eagerly anticipated in society circles that even Caroline Astor temporarily 
suspended her snubs of the upstart Vanderbtlts in order to secure an invitation for her daughter. 

Marble House, Hunts next commission for Alva Vanderbilt, was realized in Louis XIV style 
and had the most expensive interior created in America in the late nineteenth century (fig. 41). 
Finished in 1892, this Newport, Rhode Island, mansion featured a marble lined dining room inspired 
by the Salon d'Hercule at Versailles and a gilded reception room augmenting allusions to the Galerie 
des Glaces at Versailles with carved details copied from Duban's 1 850-51 renovations to the Galerie 
d'Apollon at the Louvre. Here, Hunt and Alva Vanderbilt achieved a unity of historical reference 
unprecedented in ;mv other American house built up to that time. In a clear allusion to the monarch 
emulated in the interiors, a copy of Bernini's bust of Louis XJV, executed by Edme Suchetet, was even 
installed on the main stairway landing. And as a spectacular homage to the man who conceived the 
setting, Mrs. Vanderbilt flanked the Sun King with relief portraits, by Karl Bitter, of Hunt and his 
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Figure 41. The entrance facade of Marble House, in Newport, Rhode 
Island, designed bv Richard Morris I hint lor Alva Vanderbilt. The 
Vaudcrhihs ;ui|nired (he I. mile (i;wet eolkviiim, suhscijuemh |mrehast-d hy 
John Ringling, Gavcts collection was installed in a specially designed 
Gothic room at Marble Mouse, illustrated in tigs* 49, 50. Photograph; 
Counesv ol'Rhode Island Historical Society. 



seventeenth century mcntor t Francois Mansart.' 

In Hunts interiors of the 1890s, the 
eighteenth century French style came to supersede 
all others. Only Biltrnorc, the extraordinary North 
Carolina estate he created for George W. 
Vanderbilt, maintained the French renaissance 
idiom for the principal reception room and the 
exterior. At Ochre Court, for example, the 
Newport house Hunt built for Ogden Goelet as he 
was working on Marble House, nearly every downstairs receiving room, as well as every bedroom, was 
executed in an eighteenth century French style. This marked the beginning of the dominance of 
French art and culture in American architecture and interior design, a dominance that would be 
summarized in the highly influential book by Ogden Codman and Edith Wharton, The Decoration of 
Houses y first published in 1897. In their collaborative study, the young and ambitious architect 
Codman and the soon to be famous novelist argued that the French interior was not merely one 
among many periods and styles available for historical quotation, but was the style supreme over all 
others, the historical reference that connoted "Culture*' itself. The superiority of le gout dix-huitieme 
continued well into the twentieth century throughout the United States. 

Hunt summered in Newport, and his nearness to its New York-based summer Colony 
resulted in many commissions for houses. In 1890, as Marble House and Ochre Court were under 
construction, Mrs. Caroline Astor asked Hunt to help her remodel "Beechwood. tr This Astor cottage 
built in an Italianate style in the 1860s, was virtually next door to Marble House, The commission 
included the addition of two mid-eighteenth century style French interiors — one a large rococo 
revival ballroom, still extant, with a vast expanse of glazed double doors opening onto a majestic 
Atlantic view. In the following summer Hunt began discussions with Mrs. Astor and her son toward 
the design of a new two- family townhouse in New York. The firm began to draw up plans in the 
autumn of 1891. 
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The year and a half in which the plans for the new Astor house were discussed and refined 
were a period of great personal difficulty for Caroline Aston While assisting her only son through his 
wedding, she was forced to endure relentless gossiping in the press about her rivalry with her 
garrulous nephew, William Waldorf Astor. It was reported that William Waldorf wanted to depose 
his aunt from her position as female head of the Asror family and install his own wife in her placed 
The press had also learned that one of Mrs. Astor s four married daughters had run off to Europe 
with a New Jersey neighbor. In an attempt to settle the scandal, William Backhouse Astor had 
followed them across the Atlantic. In April, 1892, he suffered a heart attack in Paris and died. 

The pressure of these events weighed on Mrs. Astor, along with her sons need for separate 
quarters and her nephew s decision to begin construction on his new hotel next door to her 34th 
Street townhouse. Originally, she and Hunt discussed two houses on separate Fifth Avenue sites. 
One of Hunt s presentation drawings for Mrs. Astor's house depicted a majestically detailed French 
Renaissance chateau that would have rivaled the late medieval mansion Hunt was then building for 
Elbridge Gerry. 9 She vetoed the design, however, and, now a widow, chose the more modest and 
practical option of combining her own and her son's residences on two 50 by 100 foot lots at 840 and 
842 Fifth Avenue, The final plans for a massive double house with a common principal entrance and 
elaborate exterior detailing balanced a sense of practicality with the grandeur expected of clients as 
prominent as the Asters. The main reception rooms were realized in the eighteenth century French 
style favored by Hunt's clients. Costing $1,5 million to build and $750,000 to furnish, the Astor 
double house represented a certain restraint to an upper bracket tradition of architectural and 
decorative excess. It was widely reported at the time that Marble House had cost an amazing $9 
million, making it by tar the most expensive house created in America in the late nineteenth century. 

The new Astor mansion was inaugurated in a series of social events in February, 1896. 
Guests arrived through a principal carriage entrance situated on Fifth Avenue. Alighting under ,i 
porte-cochere^ visitors passed into a foyer which presented two doors — to the left, Mrs. Astors, and to 
the right, her son s, Both doorways led to a large two-story hall, widow's and son s identical halves 
divided by a wall with doors that could be opened for large parties. In the central interior court of 
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i\k h house. Hunt maintained the flavor of the exterior architecture, here articulated with mannerist 
>n k figural sculpture by Karl Bitter f fig. 42). ftocceding east past the grand staircase, one reached 
the balhoom and art gallery common TO bora houses, executed in a grandiloquent, if bv then 
somewhat dated* French Second Empire style (figs. 43 and 44, pfc. 32 and 33). 

Adjacent u * the entrance of Mr?. Astors wing was a small rococo reception room installed 
with L<»ui* XVI style rumirurc. Beyond was the principal reception room, the detailing of which 
loosely followed early Louts XV precedents. There, a feeling ot spaciousness was created by means of 
three arched mirror bays, A dark oak early Louis XIV style dining room, maintaining the traditional 
Victorian desire to dine in unpainted paneled rooms, followed room* which in the past had utilized 
Elizabethan or Jacobean vocabularies. 

John Jacobs house paralleled his mothers both in plan And in the integration of the French 
interior style Throughout the downstairs receiving moms. The two wings differed in detail, however. 
The son's principal reception room — now in the Ringling Museum — was both the most ornate and 
historically correct in the double house. Well lit by large windows opening on both Fifth Avenue and 
65th Street, the room had no need to incorporate the expansive mirrors that, on his mothers side, had 
somewhat undermined its historical accuracy. The carved decorative detailing in the room strictly 
followed eighteenth century French precedents. The enormous width of the doorway leading to the 
dining room was the rooms boldest concession to contemporary taste, In conformity to late 
nineteenth century practice as well, a vast array of reproduction objects — from screens to chairs to 
Chinese vases — filled the interior. 

Certain peculiarities of Hunts design — the single entrance to the two wings, the removable 
waH of the central hall, and the double entrance to the single ballr«>om — appear to have anticipated 
the eventual conversion of the double house to a single family residence. After Caroline Astor died in 
1908, John Jacob immediately commissioned the prominent New York architectural firm Carrcrc and 
Hastings to alter the house for single family use. The remodeling was dramatic The entire central 
stairway was removed, creating one large court that brought the house nearer to the sparer, and in this 
case mote Italianate, decoration favored in the early twentieth centurv ] Mr, Astors dining room 
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Figure 42. View from the foyer cast into the 
inner hall and staircase of Caroline As tor's 
side of the Fifth Avenue doable mansion. 
Under the staircase is the entrance to the art 
gallerv-ballroom that accomodated 1 ,200 — 
three times the capacity of thai in her old 
browns tone at 34rh and Fifth Avenue. 




Figure 44. View west from inside the art gallery-ballroom, circa 1907, look- 
ing toward the double doors that opened on the respective inner halls of the 
double mansion's two separate residences. 




Figure 43, View east into the art gallery -ballroom, circa 1907, Note, to lower left of chimncypicceJean-Baptiste Fduard 
Detai lie's Vhe Retreat (pL 32) and, on the lower right, Ferdinand Rovbet's T&e C&nrwi.vwurs (pi. 13), two paintings acquired bv 
John Ringling at the 1 92d sale, 
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updated in a classical style to serve her son's family, and John J act >K* old dining room — now in 
rhe Ringling — was convened to a library. While no photos of the dining room before its conversion 
have survived, its present natural wood finish was probably original 11 The classical detailing of in 
Louis XIV style as well as its natural finish made it a logical clubman s reading room. 

John Jacob Astor IV perished when the ill-fated S.S. Titanic struck an iceberg and went 
down on its maiden voyage in 1912, just two years after rhe conversion of the house was completed. 
His second wife lived there until l a l u . when Vincent Astor, John Jacob"*, son by first marriage, m 
in with his wife. 1 * They stayed until 1925, when the decision was made to sell the house for $3.5 
million .iv the site for the future Temple Emmanu-EI. The rwo rooms John Ringltng purchased at the 
wk)e]} publicized and closely watched 1926 auction were the two finest remaining in the house. 1 ; 

John Ringting preserved the two Astor rooms tor his museum in Sarasota just 30 years after 
their original commission and installation by Hunt and Jules Allard and Company The Astor house 
was nnh one of mam luxurious New fodtdweffiflgs destroyed h thecttj apftnded, tad these rooms 
are among a handful that have survived intact. Traditional historical preservation, however, was 
probably not Mr, RingliugV primary concern in making this purchase. Instead, he ruling in 

his own iconoclastic and impresario manner, to two factors much influencing interior design and 
museum installation in the early twentieth century: a heightened interest in contextual installations 
that gave rise to period rooms in every major museum at the time, and a Fraiicophilia finding 
expression in all aspects of elite lite, bur particularly in the field of interior decoration. 

John Ringling would not build a French chateau. He had in mind something more 
appropriate to Florida history and climate, a Mediterranean, in fact a Venetian house with an Italian 
Renaissance-style museum attached to it. The recreated Italian or Spanish villa had come to be 

red bj \nicrieans building estates in warmer regions. James Deenngs Vizcava, in Miami, 
Addison Mi/nerV first house* in Palm Beach, and William Randolph 1 least's San Simeon in 
California were all built between 1910 and the 1930s. 

In personality Ringling was close to Hearst in worldly ambition and collecting eclecticism. 
Each was a showman seeking to monumentalize his success through architecture, as practiced in the 
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curly twentieth century. While Hearst chose a Spanish, ecclesiastical- style Structure tor his house and 
surrounded it with lavish gardens overlooking the Pacific, Ringling fixed on the fanciful recreation of a 
grand Venetian palazzo on the Florida coast. His desire for the theatrical effect of large-scale period 
environments motivated his purchase of the French eighteenth century style Astor rooms for his neo- 
Renaissance Sarasota museum* But as the two rooms are among the few New York period interiors 
from the era to survive in an art museum context, one could say that Ringling's desire for effect did 
not lack a certain foresight. 



Mr. Conforti wishes to thank Gene Ray tar this edited adaptation of two lectures delivered at the Ringling 
Museum in 1984 jnd 1994 and Ann Friedman for her assistance with the initial research for this essay. 
Uris essay and aa^mpanying captions incorporate suhstani 'nil additional research, finding* and interpretation carried out 
by the editors and members of the Ringling curatorial staff during the final preparation of this text. 
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Trie Gavet-\knderl>ilt-BelrTioiit 
Collection 



by Deborah Krohn 



John Ringlings acquisition of a large collection of Medieval and Renaissance decorative arts 
comprises an important chapter in the social history of taste and art collecting in the early twentieth 
century. One of the last major additions to his collection, it consisted of furniture, ceramics, 
metalwork, glass, sculpture in various media, and painting. The nucleus was formed by Emile Gavet 
during the second hair' of the nineteenth century in Paris. The history ot this collection before 
Ringling purchased it from Alva Erskine Smith Vanderbilt Belmont is both exemplary and unique. 
Ringling was not the only collector who found great value in the breadth and richness of the Gavet 
objects. Pieces from this collection found their way into many of the most important collections or 
decorative arts in the world, including the Victoria and Albert Museum in London, the Museum fur 
Kunstgewerbe in Hamburg and the Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York 

Emile Molinier began his introduction to the 1889 catalogue raisonne of the Gavet 
collection by locating this aggregation of objects within the continuum of collecting, explaining that 
he wished not only to describe the works contained, but also to "establish their genealogy and their 
pedigrees which are even more enduring than the fame of he who put them together in the past/ 
Molinier, who was an adjunct curator in the Department of Sculpture and Objects of the Middle 
Ages and the Renaissance at the Louvre, had written other catalogues of similar collections. His 
introduction to the catalogue of the Timbal collection — which the Louvre purchased in 1881 — 
described the collector Charles Timbal as both an artist and one of the finest and most enlightened 
amateurs of his time. Molinier s entries in this catalogue covered bronzes and metalwork. And when 
a certain Baron Charles Davillicr bequeathed a large collection of objects to the Louvre in 1885, 
Molinier wrote catalogue entries on medals, goldsmith work, ceramics and glass. These catalogues 
were an important genre in and of themselves; collection and catalogue were complementary, 
interlocking components which assured the reputation and market value of a body of objects. 

Molinier explained that a scries of pictures would have been enough to classify objects 
systematically; but the goal of his catalogue of the Gavet collection was more ambitious. "It is 
possible," Molinier postulated, "upon seeing a collection, to determine quickly the sentiments of its 
possessor: if one is in the presence of a man of taste, or simply of an antiquarian." The eclectic nature 
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of the more than 1000 objects carefully described beg this question. In Molinier s words, the man of 
taste responds to his own personal sense of beauty, which is of course a reflection of the general 
Zeitgeist. The antiquarian, he continued, is more concerned with objects which document the "march 
of civilization across the centuries*" Both are equally valuable, since the goal is simitar: to preserve 
from destruction objects which, if not always beautiful, are at the very least interesting. In his own 
time, Molinier explained, there was a fusion of these two types of amateurs, and a collection such as 
that of Gavct represented this conception of what one might call "industrial art," where great 
masterpieces are displayed alongside more quotidian objects. With the help of this collection, 
Molinier further pointed out* it was possible to reconstitute after a fashion the interior decoration of a 
palace at the Renaissance, 

The mentality which Molinier accorded to Gavet was shared by a select group of decorators, 
tapissiers and ebenists in nineteenth century Paris. Several of these collaborated in the interior 
decoration of Marble House in Newport (fig, 41), most probably sub -contracted by Richard Morris 
Hunt, as was the custom of the time. Among these was Jules Allard, whom Hunt had probably met 
while studying at the Ecole des Beaux- Arts in Paris before the Civil War, Allard and his team were 
responsible for the creation of the ballroom of Marble 1 louse, a hall of mirrors called the Gold Room. 
It is unelear who drew up the plans for the Gothic Room, where the Gavet collection was installed, 
but accounts agree that it was most likely a Parisian firm such as Allard working under Hunt. 1 

When Hunt and the Vanderhilts met in Paris in 1889 to discuss furnishing Marble House, 
the newly-published catalogue of the Gavet collection was brought to Alva's attention. The 
Vanderhilts then purchased about half of the objects, ■ A comparison or photographs of the Gavet 
collection in the 1889 catalogue with the Gothic Room in Marble House reinforces what we know 
from anecdotal evidence: Gavet himself was called in to supervise the installation of his collection in 
Newport. It has been suggested that Allard was the agent in the sale of the Gavct pieces to the 
Vanderhilts, since pieces from the collection turned up at other houses in Newport on which Allard 
was engaged as a designer. 5 Two subsequent catalogues of what remained of the Gavet collection, 
dated 1897 rod 1906, document an ongoing market for the collection. Although Gavet himself \\a* 
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probably dead by 1907 T 4 the fame of his collection lived on in the sale rooms. 

The history of the purchase .ind installation of the Gavet objects in the Gothic Room 
documents a very American phenomenon. The interest in French decorative arts, largely from the 
eighteenth century but also from late Medieval and Renaissance periods, grew steadily over the course 
of the nineteenth century. The Gothic Room (figs. 49 and 50} — based on the house of Jacques 
Coeur at Bourges, which one of Hunts associates might have seen while travelling in France in the 
1880s — was a product of the rise of the American leisure class, the members of which looked 
directly to the aristocratic styles of European nobiliry in the creation of their palaces. The demand for 
interior decoration on a grand scale in the last decades of the nineteenth century led to the creation of 
a new category of merchant-craftsmen such as Allard, who opened a New York office in 1885^ 

Allard s first New York commission was the boudoir for Alva at 660 Fifth Avenue, which he 
got from Christian Hcrter, complete with a ceiling painting by the Parisian artist Jules Lefcbvre. f> 
The taste for period furnishings and decoration coincided with the destruction of many seventeenth 
and eighteenth century hotels in Paris during the construction of Baron Haussmanns Grands 
Boulevards, and some of these interiors made their way into American residences. When the real 
thing was not available dl desirable, traditional craftsmen were called in to replicate it. Many period 
interiors eventually found their way to the decorative arts collections of American museums, where 
they have been, in many rases, reconstituted frankly as period rooms that document prevailing taste of 
the period in which they were recreated- ' 

The relationship between dealers, decorators, collectors and patrons was highly controlled, 
often negotiated by the dealers to maximize influence. A passage from a letter that Henry Duveen 
sent from Paris to his brother Joseph in New York in 1913 gives an idea of the nature of this 
relationship: 1 cabled you from Montecarlo that the decoration of important houses of our clients 
must be kept entirely under our direction, that is to say, if we introduce AJlom or Carlhian to our 
clients who are having work done, any interviews which take place between the client and the 
Decorator should be held in our presenee..,Perhaps it would be well to discuss sometimes for the mere 
sake of discussion, and with a view to showing our client that we are master and that we know our 
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Figure 47. 1 [lustration from the 1ft 89 catalogue raiMumc 
The Kmile tiiivct collection displayed in his Paris apartment. 




Figure 48. Illustration from the 1889 catalogue raismmc 
The Emile Gavet collection displayed in his Paris apartment. 
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business. We do not want it to appear as if the Decorator is in any way the master, and we should 
always keep the whip-hand,..*' This passage indicates the extent to which the process of purchase and 
decoration of houses Avas a collaborative effort between various interest groups^ 

Molinier, In his suggestion that the Gavet collection represented the mtnishings of a palace, 
could not have addressed more directly the aspirations of Alva Erskine Smith Vanderhilt, who was 
beginning construction on her "cottage" in Newport that very year. For its architect, Alva had 
engaged Richard Morris Hunt, with whom she had worked closely on the design and construction of 
her New York townhouse at 660 Fifth Avenue. Alva had made sure that her husband, William 
Kissam Vanderhilt, had placed the property under her name. Notations on drawings in the Hunt 
archives in Washington testify to her direct involvement in all stages of design and construction, 4 
The construction itself was elaborate, and an entire wharf had to be leased to unload the shipments of 
marble arriving from as far away as Italy and Algiers. Alva had a tall wooden fence constructed 
around the site as the building progressed and kept watch with dogs lest a curious neighbor attempt to 
scale the wall. The mansion was revealed in August of 1892 at a gala housewarming party, The 
opulence of Marble House was celebrated immediately* and prints of it were circulated around the 
nation. Cleveland Amory called Marble House "the climax of the American Dream," ln 

It is tempting to see John Ringling's aspirations in building his seaside palace, Ca d'Zan, 
some twenty years later, as parallel to the creation of great Newport mansions of the 1890s. Ringling 
probably bought much of the Gavet collection from Alvas Gothic Room in 1928, Sources are vague 
ahouF how parts of Mrs. Belmont s collection were made available to Ringling, but the most likely 
hypothesis is that Julius Edhler, who served as RInglings adviser and brokered many of his purchases, 
was involved. 11 It has also been suggested that Joseph Duveen played a role, but there is no 
l oih lusive evidence in this regard. It is significant that Ringling also bought large sections of wood 
paneling from the Astor mansion on Fifth Avenue. This episode is parallel to his purchase of the 
Gavet objects and is discussed by Michael Conforti in his contribution to this volume. Perhaps it was 
his intention to recreate not only the palace of the Renaissance, but an Astor or Vanderhilt palace of 
the gay 90s, the last glimmers of which were about to be dashed by the stock market crash of 1929. 
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When John Ringling arranged to purchase a large number of" objects from the Gavet 
collection from Alva Vanderbilt Belmont in 1928, he was probably buying their provenance as much 
as the objects themselves. In other purchases, Ringling had demonstrated his admiration for the 
splendid interiors of great houses of New York, so the opportunity presented by the availability of the 
Gavet collection W$» certainly not lost on him, When the Gavet objects arrived in Florida, there was 
no special room built for them, but Ringling displayed many of them in the Cortile of Ca d*Zan, as a 
period photograph documents, u He was no doubt attempting to create echoes of the elegance and 
opulence *ir Gavet V home in Paris, as well as that of Alva Vanderbilt s Marble House. 

The Gavet collection contained a wide range of objects, both secular and religious, in a 
variety of media. It is not known how Ringling made the selection of objects which lie purchased, but 
it ^ likely that a dealer or adviser, probably Bdhler* intervened. There is no record of Ringling s 
visiting Marble House — where the objects presumably remained heewcen the time Alva closed 
Marble I louse and moved to Parts and the year of the sale — so it is unlikely that Ringling viewed 
them in situ. I le did presumably see the 1889 catalogue, mentioned above, a copy of which the 
Museum owns, This catalogue contains several photographs of the collection installed in Gavet s 
home in Paris. Hut there arc no sales catalogues or receipts in the archives of the Ringling Museum. 
A single document, a shipping list of the collection dated December 7, 1928, which arrived in 
Sarasota by rail in 21 cases, is the only record of the collections arrival in Florida. 

Among the most beautiful object? that Ringling acquired from Marble 1 louse arc several 
paintings, antique and Renaissance gems and cameos, a splendid reliquary bust of a female saint, and 
examples of majolica, tin-glazed earthenware from Spain and Italy. Many of the wooden sculptures 
and tableaux -vivants were acquired along with their supports, usually gilded and ornamented wooden 
shelves or brackets which created a period context and were probably made by Gavet or Allard to 
unity the collect ion in its presentation. Many of these shelves are preserved in the storage areas of the 
Ringling Museum and will be re-united with objects in iuruir installation ». 

Perhaps the most important Renaissance painting at the Museum hung at one time in the 
Gothic Room at Newport, as a photograph in the Newport Historical Society shows. Ficto dt 
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Figure 49. View of the Gothic Room of Marble House, special]) designed by an associate of 
Richard Morris Hunt for Alva Vanderbilt to house the Finite Caver collection. Note: Picro di 
Cosimos Tbf Building of a Pa/are (pi. 35) at lop cenier of wall. I 'holograph: Courtcsty of Rhode 
Island Historical Socjetv. 




Figure 50. The Gothic Room ofMarhlc llraiic Photograph: Courier of Rhode Uland 
! ti^torical Society. 



140 



TIIU GAV ET-VAN I MIRBILT- BELMONT COLLECTION 



CorifflQO's panel depicting the building of a palace (pi. 35) was first documented in the nineteenth 
century in Russia* then sold to a French dealer as a Luca Signorelli and then to Gavet in 1884.° 
Piero di Cosimo, a painter active in Florence and Rome in the decades around the turn of the 
sixteenth century, was involved in the design of ephemeral architecture for pageants and festivals as 
well as in more permanent commissions. The foreground of the panel is filled with all manner of 
architectural activity from the hewing of large stone blocks to the sawing of wooden beams to the 
intricate carving of ornamental moldings. The workers are dressed in fifteenth century clothing, 
suggesting that this may be an idealized portrayal of the type of monumental building p rojec t* 
sponsored by the Medici in and around Florence in the late fifteenth century. It is tempting to see 
this work's presence both in the Gavet-Vandcrbilt- Belmont collection and later in the Ringling as an 
expresai< m d the owners* desire to build monumental palaces. Both Marble House, where the 
painting hung between 1892 and 1928, and the Ringling Museum, where the painting is now located, 
fulfilled similar aspirations of their builders. 

The female reliquary bust {pi. 36) can be seen clearly displayed between two monstrances in 
a cabinet in one of the photographs of the Gothic Room in Marble I louse. Fashioned of repouss and 
copper* and gilded in areas to indicate hair and clothing, the bust is encrusted with semi-precious 
gems, such as the heart-shaped cabochon of rose-quartz at her breast, and with colored glass. Her 
lace was originally painted in tempera to simulate flesh, increasing the visceral qualities of the 
sculpture. The top of her head opens on a hinge to reveal a hollow cavity which would have housed 
the relic, perhaps a piece of the saints skull. This type of reliquary is typical of French or Flemish 
workshops of the fifteenth century, but reliquaries which mimicked the part ot the body which they 
held were popular all over Western Europe in the late Middle Ages. The specific identity of the saint 
has not been determined. 

Also part «>f the Gavet collection was a large majolica charger, lustcred in gold (pi. 37), Tin- 
glazed earthenware was produced in large quantities all over the Mediterranean from the fourteenth 
century; and by the early sixteenth century, when this plate was made, the Italian workshops in 
Umhria and the Marches had overtaken the Spanish centers of production in Maniscs and on the 
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island of Mallorca (from where the term majolica is derived). This charger is probably from Pesaro or 
Deruta t both of which had flourishing potteries. It depicts a woman in three-quarter view, luxuriously 
dressed and bedecked in ribbons and jewels. A banderole swirls beside her, inscribed with the words, 
"Agniolina Bella/' or Beautiful Agniolina, This type of imagery was common on plates called "coppe 
d'amorc," or love dishes, which were probably presented as tokens of affection to the subject on the 
occasion of a betrothal or marriage. 

Ringling also purchased several pharmacy jars, or alharelli, from the Gavet- Vanderbilt 
collection (ph 38). These were made in Manises in the late fifteenth century and are decorated in an 
all-over pattern called hispano-nioresque which typifies the confluence of cultures in the world of the 
Mediterranean. These jars were common household objects and were made to store herbs or 
ointments. Earthenware was practical and relatively inexpensive, and each jar could be sealed by tying 
a string around a piece of greased paper or fabric stretched over the mouth. 

Gavet collected works of great beauty and rarity, such as the Picro di Cosimo, as well as more 
common examples of everyday objects such as the aiharelii or coppe d'amore. It was this eclecticism 
which Alva Vanderbilt Belmont attempted to preserve in her selection and installation of objects from 
the Gavet collection in the Gothic Room of her Newport mansion, and which John Ringling in turn 
wanted to capture in his purchase of a similar range of objects for his nascent museum in Sarasota. 
The span of time between Gavet s sale of his collection to Alva Vanderbilt in 1889, and John 
Ringlings purchase from Marble House in 1928-9, brackets a distinct period in the social history of 
collecting in America, one which saw the transition from the glorification of European styles by a 
self-fashioned American aristocracy to the institutionalization of these refined tastes within the walls 
of the public museum. 
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1 John Ringling will. May 19, 1934, 

2 The manuscript, apparently pur- 
chased bv the Museum in 1982 and 
recently discovered in the curatorial 
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of the Pierponf Morgan Library. (New 
York: Picrpom Morgan Library, 
1993), p. t% 

22 Dale Rovlanee, European Graphic 
.-/■.'■■ th* J-- ' ■■• .'A Bo ■■■' from ( • ■<:'■■ *!&&% 
to Picasso* (Princeton: Princeton 
University, 1986), p* 9. 

23 Conversation with Dr. David C. 
Weeks. March 25, 1996. 



The Astor Rooms 
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Museum in 1984 and 1994 and Ann 
Friedman tor her assistance with the 
initial research for this essay. 
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A'eiu York Times, March 30, 1926, 

p. 10. 
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rior designer Benjamin Wyutt as their 
interpretive link, George IV and hi* 
Tory friends — among them the Duke 
of Wellington, the Duke of York and 
the Marquess of Londonderry — regu- 
larly forsook the Gothic and class ical 
fashions of the time in order to recall 



a French past barely 100 years old, 

3 On the Louis Phillipe Rococo 
revival* see Carol Duncan, The Pursuit 
of Pleasure: The Rococo Revival in 
French Romantic Art. (New York and 
London, 1976); and Seymour O. 
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Esthetique du XVllle Steele* (Paris, 
1964). 

4 On Victorian interiors in the con- 
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tory, sue Kenneth L, Ames, "Meaning 
in Artifacts and Hall Furnishings in 
Vi etc* ri an A meric a, H Journal of 
Interdisciplinary History, 9, (Summer 
1£7S), pp. 19-46; and Clifford E. 
Clark, jr., "Domestic Architecture as 
an Index to Social History: The 
Romantic Revival and the Cult of 
Domesticity in America, 1840-1870," 

Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 7, 
(Summer 1976), pp. 33-56. 

5 On Caroline Astor's historical 
dressing, see Kate Simon, A Very Social 
History, (New York, 1978), p. 84. On 
Hunt, see Paul Baker, Richard Morris 
Hunt, (Cambridge and London), 
X9S0, 

6 For photographs oi Hunts W.K. 
Vanderbih house, see John V. Van 
Pelt, A Monograph of the William K. 
Vanderbilt House, (New York, 1925), 

7 S ee T G an n on , Newport Mansions: 
The Gilded Age, (Little Compton, 
Rhode Island, 1982); and 
Montgomery Schuyler, "The Works of 
the Late Richard Morris Hunt/ The 
Architectural Record* vol. 5, no, 2, 
October-December, 1895, pp. 97-180. 
Mr, Conforti thanks Paul Miller of 
the Preservation Society of Newport 
Comity tor information on the artists 
and historical precedents of Marble 
House, 

8 Much has been written on the 
rivalry and on other aspects of 
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Caroline Astor's 30 year tenure as 
New York's leading social arbiter See, 
tor example, Harvey O'Conner, 7"if 
^.w;t, (New York 1^41 1 pp. 191 -24-1 
and the more accurate and less chatty 
Virginia Cowley The Aston, (London, 
1979), pp. 90^122. 

9 Numerous drawings .■■•.:-: :■ i -I . 
Astor House in the Hunt Collection 
at the American Institute tor 
Architects Foundation in Washington, 
DiG* but no presentation drawing 
tor the house as built has survived. 1 
have proposed a chronology for all of 
the Astor House drawings which teOii 
file at the archive, 

10 For a discussion and photographs 
of the renovation, see "The Residence 
of CoL John Jacob Astor," 736r 
Arrhttectural Record ,27, 1910, 

ffc 470-482. 

It For a contemporary dcscriptii m 
of the library, see The New York Times, 
December o, 1925, p. 3i 

12 The stitl -active social leader and 
philanthropist Brooke Astor was 
Vincent Astor's third wife. 

13 See litrte 1. John Ritigling was 

■ trie i if the most successful bidders at 
the sale, purchasing many paintings, 
the tapestries from the south dining 
room/1 i bran- and, for £1,000, the pan- 
el fog of Mr. Astor s reception 
room, 



The Gavet-Vanderbilt- Belmont 
Collection 

I John Foreman and Robbe Pierce 
Stimson. Thf Viitnicrh'tits and the 
Gilded Age: Anhueetuml Asp iratwm. 
U79 ■ 1901, (New York, 1991), 
p. 222, attribute the design of the 
Gothic Room to Gilbert CueL David 
Chase, in "Superb Privacies: The Later 



Domestic Commission* of Richard 
Morris I luut 187S - 1895, M in Susan 
R. Stein, ed., The Architecture of 
Richard Morris Hunt* (Chicago and <■ 
London, 1986)* p. 171, note 24, 
attributes the design of the Gothic 
Room to Morcau Frercs based on two 
drawings in the Hunt archive, the 
American Institute of Architects 
Foundation, in Washington, 
D.C:7S.8{)3 and 78.804. 

2 Paul F. Miller. "The Gothic Room 
in Marble House, Newport, Rhode 
Island," The Magazine Antitjih , Vd3 
CXLV1, no,2, August, 1994, p. 182. 

3 Miller, 1994, p .1 86, n.9. It is 
important to mention in this context 
that an enameled terracotta relief of 
the Madonna and Child by Luca della 
Rohbia was sold by Gavct to Hcnn 
G. Marquaud between 1 894 and 

1 89 7, presumably for his town ho use 
deigned by Richard Morris Hunt at 8 
East oSth Street in Manhattan. I 
would like to suggest that At lard was 
the broker/decorator in this case as 
well, sewing as the link between 
< J aver and Hunt. This relief was sold 
in 1903 to Mrs. George T„ Bliss, and 
eventually bequeathed to the 
Metropolitan Museum of Art by 
Susan Dwight Bliss in 1966 where it 
remains. On Marquand s house, sec 
Paul R. Baker, Richard Morris Hunt, 
(Cambridge, MA, 1980), pp. 293 - 
299. 

4 In her novel based on the lite jrf 
Alva Vandcrbilt Belmont, Margaret 
Hayden Rector suggests that Gavct 
might have died shortly after the sale 
tci the Vauderhilts due to his sadness 
at parting from his collection: jtf/zw t 

1 'ha t I U ft< U rbilt - Belmont Woma n: Her 
Story as she might have told it, 
W ■■■ kford, Rhode Island: The Dutch 
Wand Press, 1992), p. 172. 



5 James Maher, Twilight of$pknd$r t 
(Boston, 1975), p. 57. The name of 
the firm was Allard &L Sons and 

I *r ignot. Abvoinc, a no t f i er i i r n u 
opened in New York in 1893, and in 
1905 bought out Allards business. 

6 Maher, p. 57. F lerter directed one 
or the most important decorating 
firms in America. See the catalogue 
Herter Brothers: Furniture ant! Interiors 

for a CiMed Age, Karhcriue S, Howe 
et.al.. (New York, 19941, 

7 Maher (p.59) points out that, 
director of the American partnership 
of Alavoine, Ealouard Hitau.also 
served as a consultant ro die 
Metropolitan Museum of Art in New 
York for the installation of two period 
rooms which were to have been placed 
i n the N ew Yo rk ma n sion o t M i s , 
Hubert N. Straus. 

8 Colin Simpson, Art/:*/ Partners: 

, i Btrmstm and Jos efh Duvcen, 
(New York, 1986), p. 278. 

9 Foreman and Stimson, p.221. 

10 Quoted in Foreman and Stimson, 
p. 227. 

1 1 On Bonier, see David C. Weeks, 
R'mgitng: The Fforida Yam 1911- 
19.16+ (Gainesville, Florida: The 
University of Florida Press, 1993). 

12 Maher, p. I3fj. 

13 Peter Tomory, Catalogue of the 
Italian Paintings before ISOOj (SarasotaJ 
The John and Mabte Ringling 
Museum of Art, 1976), \\ 14. 
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Marble House collection of Gothic and proto- Renaissance treasures — paintings, jewelry, faience, 
furniture, and a whole treasury of liturgical objects. William K, Vamlerbilt had bought the collection 
from Emile Gavet, a French collector (For more on the Gavel collection, see Deborah Krohns essay.) 
Also in 1928 Ringling added a wholly disparate component to his collections, He bought more than 
2300 archak and antique objects from the Luigi Palma di Cesnola Cypriote collection auctioned by 
the Metropolitan Museum of An, In a plan never realized, Ringling intended to house these relics erf 
early Western art in a separate building. 

In the following year, 1929, the Earl of Yarborough s important an collection was sold at 
Christies, In a move curious for one who took the role of an collector seriously, Ringling bought — 
among some 20 canvases that day— a discredited "Rembrandt.' 1 In a jubilant telegram to Border 
listing his purchases, he added "For spon 1 paid 550 Guineas for the so-called Rembrandt Old 
Lady. 9 ' Whatever sport he expected to derive must haw seemed worth 550 guineas. The picture, 
then tided A Woman *witb Folded Hands had been in several collections in the U.S* and abroad. It was 
never listed in a Ringling inventory catalogue, yet John Ringling was not a man to lightly invest 
almost $3000 for sport. The canvas was a good example of the many "Rembrandts" that found their 
way into private collections and museums before science came to the aid of connoisseurs. 

The question of a public opening was becoming an issue in part because premature publicity 
had promised access when the galleries were far from ready. In 1928 Art Nt'<ws {generally favorable to 
Ringling) had remarked on the "mysterious" nature of the still unopened Sarasota museum, Florida** 
Gulf Coast was far from the metropolitan centers where collectors, dealers, and critics held forth. 
Moreover, public and professional curiosity was aroused by press accounts of a collection said to 
contain "the world V finest paintings.** At the same time, equally uninformed critics claimed Ringling 
owned nothing but copies and works of indifferent quality. 

Nothing short of a public opening could dispel unfounded praise or mean-spirited canards. 
Clearly, if the museum were to achieve recognized status, a carefully prepared catalogue was essential 
to establish the authority of the collection. Several examples suggest that Ringling gained a measure 
of exposure by lending occasionally to exhibitions mounted by prestigious commercial galleries. As 
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